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  1 
One 
  By the time I was ordered to kill the culls, I was already responsible for other animal 
deaths. In my life I’d already killed twelve pigeons, four sparrows, and a robin with a bb gun; 
six pheasants, two raccoons, and a rabbit by shotgun; another raccoon by Ford pickup; a 
garter snake with a stick; two parakeets by neglect; somewhere between seventy-five and a 
hundred fish, most by exposure to air and one by blunt trauma with a rock. In addition, I’d 
killed countless worms, leeches, and minnows (fishing hooks); several thousand bugs and 
spiders by swattings, foot-squishings, magnifying glass burns, tearings off of appendages, 
poisonings, run-ins with vehicle windshields, rinsings down the drain, etc.; one mouse, killed 
by a surprisingly accurate baseball throw in the living room when I was seven; and a pet 
turtle, who was neglected in much the same way the parakeets had been. 
 So when I was told to kill the piglets, it shouldn’t have been too terribly hard, but I 
balked. 
 
 I’d seen my boss do it before. I would have turned away had I seen it coming, but Jay 
did it automatically, almost in mid-sentence. He acted as though it were the most natural 
thing in the world to do, and it caught me entirely by surprise. 
 We had just finished sorting the new load of pigs that came into the hog site, and I 
thought we were done in that particular confinement, but as we approached the first pen 
inside the door of the four hundred fifty foot long building—the pen into which we separated 
the sick pigs, the culls—Jay stepped over the gate and grabbed one of the pale, wiry-haired 
piglets. Then he took it in both hands. 
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 He was saying something as he swung the pig like a baseball bat against the cement 
wall, but I never heard it. I only heard the loud crack of its skull echo through the long 
building. 
 
 Now I stood in the pen several months later, looking at three piglets that were about 
to join the list of the other animals that I’d killed. 
  As far as North Central Pork of Iowa, Incorporated was concerned, I wouldn’t be 
killing the pigs; I’d be destroying undesirable product. And even the note that Jay had left for 
me in the office used the euphemism.  
  “Destroy the culls in pen one,” the note had said. My stomach dropped when I read it. 
 Even though there were only three pigs in the fifteen by thirty foot pen, they were 
easy to catch. Normally, little pigs are fast and slippery, and they jump better than you’d 
guess. But the culls were slow, and they walked as if each step on the slatted cement floor 
hurt their feet. They were weak, and that was the reason they were sorted out from the rest. 
  They were huddled together in the farthest corner of the pen, but they didn’t try to 
run, and I grabbed the closest one by its hind leg and lifted it off the ground. The piglet was 
calm as he swung upside-down. Illness had zapped his strength, and after a few initial 
squirms and one little squeal, he settled into acceptance that there wasn’t much he could do 
about his upside-down-ness except maybe grunt. 
 The other two piglets, maybe sensing that I’d be after them next, had moved into a 
new corner of the pen. They stood with their heads lowered and watched. They were pale and 
bony, and their hair was rough and wiry. These pigs didn’t have the healthy, smooth, pink 
plumpness like the other 1,700 small pigs in the building, healthy pigs who ran around, 
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chewed on one another’s ears, and squealed. The healthy pigs had muscular, broad backs, but 
the culls, in their sickness, hadn’t yet developed much muscle, and their curved spines stood 
out high above their skinny sides like roof peaks or pup tents. It wouldn’t have been hard to 
count their vertebrae. 
 The upside-down piglet made another attempt to squirm from my hands, and his 
manure-covered ankle began to slip. I tightened my grip and held him with both hands, 
holding each of his hind legs. 
 I stepped toward the concrete wall at the end of the building, the wall on which I was 
about to slam the pig’s head, and I turned my left side toward it, like a right-handed baseball 
player up to bat and facing the pitcher’s mound. The pig swung loosely by my knees. I 
wondered how hard my swing needed to be. 
 I didn’t want to do it, but it was my job. 
 Figuring that it would be easier to kill it if I could well up some anger, I said, “Die, 
you son-of-a-bitch,” only half-believing myself. Then I clenched my jaw, cocked my swing, 
and swung the pig, head first, as hard as I could toward the gray cement. 
 The top of the pig’s head—just between the ears—smashed into the wall. I don’t 
remember the sound, but I felt the shockwaves of the pig’s skull splitting, and the vibration 
stung my hands—like an inside fastball splintering a wooden bat—and I dropped the pig onto 
the slat floor. It landed on its snout and settled on its side. 
 It wasn’t dead.  
  Its eyes were now wide with fear, and its body was rigid. It arched its back the wrong 
way and opened its mouth, trying for a last breath of air. A long guttural noise—
UNNNNGGH—too big to belong to such a small animal, came from somewhere inside of it, 
  4 
and the pig began its struggle. Its legs moved violently, as if trying to outrun death, and its 
spine bent back and forth in a way that reminded me of someone going from the limbo 
position to a bow and back to limbo, but quickly—back and forth—as if trying to break his 
own back and neck. 
 Its head shot backwards with every convulsion, and I thought that maybe I had done it 
wrong, maybe I had only injured it, and it wouldn’t die for hours or days—just convulse in 
violent agony until it died alone and scared.  
 Maybe, I thought, it wasn’t going to die at all. Maybe it would just lie there in pain 
with a cracked skull. 
 What could I do? Pick him up and kill him again? 
 The convulsions continued, and with each spasm and gasp for breath, the open mouth 
spat blood in whichever direction the spasm had thrown the pig’s body. I wanted to look 
away. I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t. I had to see it through to the end to make 
sure it died, to make sure I finished what I’d begun. So I watched the spasms. I watched the 
blood spew across the floor. It splattered on my boots and my coveralls.  
  I just stood and watched. 
 After what seemed like a long time, the movement began to slow, and eventually it 
stopped. The pig’s eyes lost the look of fear and glassed over. The flow of blood slowed to a 
trickle from the mouth, and the pig relaxed into death. 
 The whole thing couldn’t have lasted more than a few seconds. 
 I still watched and waited. I almost expected the piglet to come back to life, to spasm 
once more, but it didn’t. Instead, it lay motionless in a pool of its own blood—bright red, 
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almost pink—frothy blood filled with oxygen, directly from the brain. It flowed through the 
slatted floor into the manure pit. The thin stream of blood was the only sound in the building.  
 I reached down to pick up the pig from the floor, and I hesitated, a little scared that it 
might still be alive, that it might make that horrible sound again if I touched it, but when I 
grabbed its leg, its muscles were limp and it was obvious that it was dead. I picked it up, 
carried it to the doorway, and tossed it outside the building. It landed in a puddle and settled 
awkwardly in the gravel driveway. 
 Then I stepped back into the pen and moved to the corner where my next victims 
waited. 
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Two 
 I didn’t pay much attention in school that day. Starting the morning with chores and 
killing three piglets tends to follow a person around, so I wasn’t the most coherent student at 
West Heller High School, especially in the morning. 
 I tried to get the culls out of my head, but I couldn’t. I kept thinking about their 
irreversible deadness. Sure, simply killing them had been bad enough, but now I couldn’t 
shake the thought that their bodies were just lying on the ground in the dead shed next to the 
road—that they’d never come back to life, and that it was because of me. 
 I didn’t tell anyone at school about the culls, though. I found long ago that talking 
about things just seemed to make them harder to deal with, so whenever something bothered 
me, I just shut up. 
 It was a trick I’d taught myself when I was a little kid. If I didn’t say anything, no one 
could pity me if something was wrong, and it made all those negative, punch-in-the-gut 
feelings easier to deal with. It worked when my parents told me they were getting a divorce 
and then again when they told me they weren’t because bigger issues—most notably, Mom’s 
cancer returning—were more important. 
 So I never talked to anyone about any of it. I just shut it up inside me and kept being 
the same Edgar Hildal I’d always been, even after Mom died. Of course, Mrs. Waller, the 
school guidance counselor, tried to get me to talk about my feelings, but it didn’t work. I 
wasn’t going to say anything to her, and after the first four weeks of me sitting in silence 
every Wednesday afternoon in her office when I could have been in study hall, she stopped 
calling me in. 
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 Other people, mostly old women it seemed, tried to pry my feelings out of me too. 
“Do you want to talk about it, Edgar?” they’d ask. “There, there,” they’d say, whatever that 
was supposed to mean. And then they’d give me hugs and wipe the tears from their own eyes 
while mine were dry because I’d already dealt with it by shutting it inside. 
 Only Todd Groves, my best friend since grade school, seemed to have any respect for 
my refusal to talk about my feelings. Todd lived on a farm just down Short Dick Creek from 
where I grew up. The poorly named creek always cracked us up. We assumed that there was 
probably a perfectly good explanation for it being named Short Dick Creek It could have 
been named after a guy named Richard, who lived along the creek a long time ago. He was 
probably a very small-statured man, and they named the creek the Short Dick to 
commemorate both his short height and tiny penis.  
  Anyway, Todd and I both lived along the creek, close enough to one another that the 
footpath that connected our houses became so well-worn that we could eventually ride our 
bikes on it. As kids we spent a lot of time fishing or skipping stones, just having fun, and we 
became best friends when we were in elementary school. We knew each other so well we 
didn’t have to give each other “I messages” as Mrs. Waller called them when we were upset 
about things. An “I message” was where you’d tell someone about your feelings using the 
pronoun “I” to begin:  
  I am offended by the way you’re taking advantage of my generosity. 
  I feel frightened by your aggression. 
  I need to take a dump. 
 Todd and I didn’t ever use “I messages” as we grew up. We just did regular boy stuff. 
We’d play war games with fake guns and tackle football. We’d box one another’s ears with 
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the oversized gloves that my dad bought us until one of us would fall. We’d fish in the creek 
and talk about baseball, and eventually we were old enough to try to sneak my dad’s 
cigarettes and Playboy magazines up into the hayloft of the barn, but we found that hard-ons 
and suffocating didn’t go together very well, and we gave up smoking for good. 
 We swung from ropes and jumped from trees, and we took turns getting hurt, but 
whenever that happened, we just cussed and bit our lower lips to avoid crying. If we were 
sad, we pretended that everything was fine by cracking dirty jokes. And if we actually did 
cry, we denied it and placed the blame on something else: cat allergies,  too-hot salsa, or dust 
in our eyes. Anything but crying because boys—as we thought back then—just didn’t do 
that. 
 And I found that in a lot of cases, if something was going to make me cry—cry for 
real—then talking about it only made it worse, so I learned pretty early to just shut up and 
ignore it. 
 And I just did the same thing with the culls. I put it inside, pretended it didn’t bother 
me, and said nothing about it to anyone, including Todd. 
 Instead, we just sat across from one another like normal at our table during first hour 
study hall in the library and talked about Kelsey Patterson. 
 “Why don’t you just ask her out?” Todd whispered low enough that Mr. Rausch 
wouldn’t hear. “You know she’d say yes.” 
 “I don’t know that. What if she didn’t?” 
 “Then you’d be no worse off than you are now.” 
 “What about Jeff? He’d want to fight me if he knew I even looked at her. If he found 
out that I asked her out, he’d probably go off the handle and stab me.” 
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 “He won’t stab you,” Todd said. “She dumped him, remember?” 
 On the other side of the library, Mr. Rausch cleared his throat. He did that every once 
in a while to remind us students that he didn’t want us to be too loud. He couldn’t have been 
too serious, though, as he was still hidden behind a newspaper that was on one of those long 
sticks. When he was serious about us being quiet, he’d at least put the paper down. 
 “Yeah, I know she dumped him,” I said, “but tell him that. I don’t think he can let it 
go. You know how he is.” 
 “Just ask her out,” Todd said. “That shit-muncher couldn’t do anything to you.”  
 “Shit-muncher?” I asked. Todd was always making up new derogatory terms for 
people, but I’d never heard him use this one. 
 “You like that?” Todd asked. “I just came up with it right now.” 
 “Yeah, it’s nice,” I said, “but that doesn’t change the fact that I’m going to get 
stabbed with a giant hunting knife.” 
 “Whatever. He probably won’t even punch you. He’ll probably just throw you up 
against a locker and threaten you.” 
 “Thanks. That’s reassuring.” 
 “You know what I mean. He won’t actually do anything to you, though.” 
 “Like stab me.” 
 Mr. Rausch cleared his throat again and set the paper down on the table. The wooden 
stick cracked against the tabletop, echoing across the library. We pretended to do our 
homework in silence for a while, and eventually, the threat subsided, and Mr. Rausch lifted 
the paper to hide himself from the study hall he was supposed to be monitoring. 
 “You’ll be fine.” Todd whispered. “He won’t do anything.” 
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 “Easy for you to say,” I said. “You’re the best wrestler in school. If he came after 
you, all you’d have to do is twist his arm and you’d have him crying on the ground. What 
about me, though? I’m just a skinny little weakling with bony arms and no training in self-
defense. I’d get stabbed. Probably right in the face.” 
 Of course that was an exaggeration. Jeff Kessler wouldn’t actually stab me in the face 
if I asked out Kelsey, but he wouldn’t be too happy if he found out that anyone else wanted 
to date her either. It didn’t matter to him that she had dumped him. They’d dated for almost 
two years—since Jeff was a sophomore and Kelsey was a freshman—and he was the type of 
guy who would punch first and skip the asking questions part entirely. 
 “Don’t worry,” Todd said. “He’s going to graduate in a couple months—God only 
knows how—and it’s not like you’ll have to see him next year in the hallways.” 
 “I know. I’ll already be dead,” I said. “Dead from being stabbed.” 
 “Right. In the face. I got it,” Todd said. “But let’s suppose that he doesn’t actually kill 
you for a second.” 
 “That’s pretty unlikely.” 
 “Just suppose, though.” 
 “I guess I can try to imagine myself being alive.” 
 “Good. So next year when we’re seniors, you’ll date Kelsey. Jeff will be out of 
school, doing drugs and failing out of community college, and you won’t have to worry 
about him.” 
 “What kind of drugs?” I asked. “Some drugs make people more violent, you know, 
and he’ll probably live in this town his whole life.” 
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 “Don’t worry. He’ll only smoke pot. He’ll be mellow. Probably turn into some sort of 
pacifist.” 
 “You sure about that? He seems like more of a meth guy to me. You know, the type 
that would listen to heavy metal and drown kittens in diesel fuel.” 
 “Nope. It’ll be pot. He’ll start organizing rallies to protest the war, move to 
California, become some sort of granola hippy. You’ll never see him again. We’ll all live a 
Jeff-free existence.” 
 “I could live with that,” I said. “I could do without him calling me ‘Igor’ all the time.” 
 “At least that’s kind of clever, considering his level of intelligence,” Todd said. “He 
just calls me ‘fag’ or ‘douche bag.’ Real original.” 
 Mr. Rausch smacked the newspaper stick against the table again, and he got up from 
his seat. 
 “He’s coming this way,” I whispered. 
 We pretended to be working on our math for Mr. Lemin’s class when Mr. Rausch 
approached.  
 “Are you two supposed to be working together on that?” he asked when he saw that 
we were both doing the same algebra assignment. 
 “We’re not working together,” I said. Technically, this wasn’t a lie, as we weren’t 
really working on it at all. “I just don’t get it,” I said, which was also the truth. “Do you know 
anything about matrixes, Mr. Rausch?” 
 “Well, it’s been a long time since I’ve done much math.” He peeked over my 
shoulder and looked at my open book. “Hmm. I remember seeing this before, but I don’t 
know how much help I can be.” 
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 “Can I ask Todd a few questions about it?” 
 Mr. Rausch hesitated. “Five minutes,” he said. “Keep it quiet.” 
 “Thanks, Mr. Rausch.” 
 He grunted and walked away. 
 For about a minute—or at least until Mr. Rausch was out of earshot—Todd helped 
me with my math, explaining how to multiply one matrix by another, and I was just starting 
to understand it when he switched the conversation back to Kelsey. 
 “Are you going to ask her out or not?” he said, pointing with a pencil to a spot in my 
math book to make it look like he was still helping just in case Mr. Rausch was still looking. 
 “I don’t know. What if she says no?” 
 I pretended to erase something in my notebook. 
 “Then she says no,” Todd said. “But look at the bright side. Jeff probably wouldn’t 
stab you in the face.” 
 “Probably.” 
 I wanted to ask Kelsey out that day, but I never did. Instead, I just floated through 
school, daydreaming about how I would ask her out when the time was perfectly right. The 
perfect time was most likely never going to occur, though, but that didn’t stop my 
daydreaming of different scenarios.  
 In one of the scenarios, we’d be sitting in Mr. Tracy’s creative writing class, where 
we sometimes worked together in groups. I’d be in Kelsey’s group—it would be just her and 
me, of course—and the wind would start to pick up outside. It would get so violent that 
windows would shatter and glass would fly around the room. People would scream, and the 
tornado alarm would go off, forcing everyone to flee to the school basement, down by the 
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boiler room. But there wouldn’t be time, and the tornado would hit the school and block the 
stairway with all kinds of debris. I’d grab Kelsey by the hand just before she was about to be 
buried with everyone else, and I’d pull her down a side hall. We’d run down the hallway and 
enter the basement from another direction before that stairwell is cut off by flying lockers 
and wall-mounted pencil sharpeners. Then we’d be alone, huddled together and cut off from 
the rest of the world, but safe from the tornado that had taken the lives of so many of our 
peers (or at least all the shit-eating ones like Jeff, anyway). 
 “Edgar,” she’d say, her pale blue eyes staring into mine, “you saved my life!” 
 I’d play it off like it was no big deal. I’d just run my fingers through her wavy brown 
hair and assuage her fears while the tornado continued to hit the school, going back and forth 
over the wreckage to make sure it destroyed everything. 
 “You’re my hero,” she’d say. “Whatever can I do to repay you?” 
 “Well, Kelsey,” I’d say, “when we get out of here—once we finally put back together 
our broken lives and get this beloved school of ours back in operation so the children can 
have a safe place to learn—when that happens, then maybe we could have a nice dinner 
together.” 
 “Oh, Edgar,” she’d say, “I’d love to.” 
 And on it would go until Kelsey and I hopped on the back of a Palomino stallion and 
rode off into the sunset to live happily ever after. 
 But the likelihood of that happening was pretty slim, especially on a sunny day in 
April, and Mr. Tracey’s class that day was pretty standard. There were no tornados or 
anything. 
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 Instead, he just gave us a writing assignment to work on, and he turned on some 
classical music to help stimulate our creativity. 
 All of my other classes were equally boring as well, and when I packed up my books 
to go home and looked down the line of lockers to see Jeff standing next to Kelsey’s locker, I 
realized that I’d missed any chance I had to ask her out. 
 My only consolation was that Kelsey gave Jeff the cold shoulder and simply ignored 
him while he was trying to be flirty. 
 Her butt looked especially victorious as she walked away. 
 Seeing Jeff get shot down was only a small victory for me, though, because I knew I 
had to go back to the hog confinement after school. I didn’t have to do much while I was 
there—just make sure that all the new pigs, the ones that I hadn’t killed that morning, were 
doing fine—but simply knowing that I had to go back made the knot in my stomach tighten 
once again.
  15 
Three  
 It was about four o’clock by the time I got home from school, changed into some 
grubby clothes, grabbed a Snickers from the freezer and a cream soda from the fridge, and 
got back in my silver, rusty Ford Taurus sedan to head across the muddy gravel roads to the 
confinements, which North Central Pork of Iowa, Incorporated called the Whitford Site. I 
really didn’t like my job, especially at that point, having just killed three pigs that morning, 
but it paid pretty well, and we needed the money. Luckily, all I had to do was a basic check 
in Buildings One and Three, and it wouldn’t take me much more than an hour. Only the two 
confinements had hogs in them, and Building Two was completely empty. All the pigs there 
had been sent to market the week before, and now the confinement was being cleaned and 
disinfected for the piglets that would be arriving sometime in the next week. 
 When I pulled into the driveway, I could tell that Building Two was being pressure-
washed because Kurt Stegmann’s beat-up Ford pickup was sitting outside the office. Kurt 
was three years ahead of me in school, and after graduation, instead of going to college and 
leaving Heller County forever like most people, he stayed with his parents and began 
working for North Central Pork full-time. Everybody knew Kurt by his pickup, which must 
have run on miracles instead of gasoline. There was no other explanation for the fact that it 
was still on the road. It looked terrible. Most of the red paint had been replaced by rust 
(“speed spots,” Kurt called them), and the windshield had a huge spider-web crack right in 
the middle (“from going too fast”). The floor was rusted-through in spots, but Kurt had 
covered the massive holes with plywood so dust and gravel wouldn’t come up and to keep 
him from falling through to be run over by his back tires. The plywood was stained by 
tobacco spit and hog manure (“a type of air freshener that you have to special order”), and 
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the upholstery on the bench seat was worn so thin that in places dirty yellow foam peeked 
out, especially on the corners. 
 “I’ve only got a few more payments before this baby is all mine,” Kurt would often 
say for a laugh. 
 He could always be counted on for at least two dirty jokes, so I hoped that he would 
be in the small office where I could talk to him. I wouldn’t be able to interrupt his pressure-
washing in Building Two because it would be a biosecurity hazard to go into an un-
disinfected confinement before doing chores in Building One, where the newly arrived pigs 
were, unless I was willing to take a shower in between. 
 When I got out of the truck, I knew I probably wasn’t going to going to get any new 
jokes from Kurt that day. I could already hear the hum of the pressure washer and the 
splashing of water coming from Building Two. 
 I yanked on the door of the office to open it. The door was always locked, but the 
frame of the door was all screwed up, so if you just pulled hard enough, it would open 
without the key. Jay said to lock it anyway to keep people from trying to break in, but I never 
really believed that anyone who wanted to rob the place would just test the door handle and 
give up when they found that it wouldn’t turn. 
 The office wasn’t much of an office anyway. It was more of a shed with some office 
stuff. As you walked in the door, a desk and filing cabinet were just off to the right. Straight 
ahead was the shower, and a rust-stained sink sat next to that. A small water heater and a 
large emergency water reservoir sat up against the far wall to the right. The water reservoir 
took up most of the shed, and it was only about half-full, which told me that Kurt had been 
power-washing for a while. 
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 On the desk was a calendar, a phone, a box of syringe needles, and livestock marker. 
A mini-fridge, which stored drugs—mostly small glass bottles of penicillin and tylosin—sat 
on the filing cabinet. 
 Rain started to fall, and even though it was just a light spring sprinkle, the sound of 
the water hitting the tin roof filled the small room. I sat for a while at the desk, hoping that it 
would let up before I went back outside, and I looked at what I’d written that morning on the 
calendar in the box for April 17
th
, “Building One: 3 destroyed, 25lbs.” I wasn’t sure that they 
weighed twenty-five pounds, but the people in the main office didn’t care. They just wanted 
a weight estimation and a general idea of how many hogs were in each building. It wasn’t an 
exact science. 
 The rain started to let up temporarily, and I slipped the blue coveralls over my jeans 
and put a new pair of clear, plastic boots over my old chore shoes.  
  Then I grabbed two small bottles of penicillin from the mini-fridge and a large bottle 
of tylosin. I shook the penicillin and opened it, poured the milky liquid into a clean plastic 
bottle until it was about halfway full and then filled the other half with tylosin, a medicine 
that was like thin maple syrup but with a very bitter smell. It wasn’t exactly a half-and-half 
mixture of penicillin and tylosin, but it was close. I put a rubber cap on the top of the bottle, 
shook it to mix the two drugs, and put the mixture in the back pocket of my loose blue 
overalls. 
 At the sink, I gathered the washed parts of the spring-loaded 50 CC livestock syringe 
and put the steel, glass, and rubber parts back together in working order. I grabbed some 20-
gauge syringe needles from the box on the desk, put them in my right pocket, threw my 
shoulder into the still-locked door, and stepped into the rain. 
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 I walked to the electrical box of Building Three, the confinement closest to the office, 
where the keys for the padlocks that kept each confinement secure were hidden. 
 Like with the logic of keeping the broken office door locked, I didn’t follow the 
reasoning that said a padlock was going to stop anyone with a bolt-cutter and a desire to steal 
some pigs, but I went along with it anyway and locked each of the confinements before I left 
each day. It was better to cover my own butt, I figured, if something did happen. 
 You wouldn’t guess that hogs would be something that people would steal—it 
seemed like more trouble than it was worth—but supposedly it happened on occasion. There 
were still people around who still tried to raise hogs on their own farms, despite the low 
market prices, and every once in a while rumors would spread around the countryside about 
some farmer’s new pigs and their mysterious appearance. 
 Of course, nothing could ever be proven when someone was suspected of modern-day 
hog rustling. It wasn’t like North Central Pork branded their pigs with a hot iron or managed 
to keep a perfectly accurate count of how many pigs they had at all their sites across the 
county at all times. I knew at the Whitford Site, anyway, the count couldn’t have been 
entirely accurate. When the pigs came in, at least two guys—usually me and Jay—would 
count, and if one guy counted thirty-one and another guy got twenty-nine when filling a pen, 
it was averaged out, and they said the count was close enough and so there must have been 
thirty pigs in that pen. Sometimes the differences were worse—twenty-seven and thirty-two, 
for example—and in those cases, guesses were made. Even if we were only off by one pig 
for each pen, with sixty pens in a building, the count could reasonably be off by sixty pigs 
without anyone noticing until the paperwork was filed. 
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 So despite the facts that if someone stole a few pigs they could hardly be proven 
guilty and that North Central Pork would probably never realize they’d been robbed anyway, 
padlocks still hung from each of the doors to keep potential thieves out. Maybe the padlocks 
served more as a reminder that North Central Pork didn’t want unauthorized personnel inside 
the buildings, but a note probably would have been just as effective. Maybe it could appeal to 
their morals for added protection against theft. It could say, “North Central Pork of Iowa, 
Incorporated would like to take this opportunity to remind you that stealing is wrong and that 
Jesus and Santa are both watching. Thank you for your cooperation!” Underneath the 
message, there could be a smiley face. 
 But there was no sign, so I had to spend a few extra seconds standing in the cold 
April rain fumbling with padlocks before I could enter the buildings. 
 I got the key and walked to Building One, the confinement furthest from the office. If 
I did chores in Building Three first, it would have been a biosecurity hazard. I always had to 
go to the confinement with the youngest pigs first and then work my way to the oldest. North 
Central Pork didn’t want any diseases spread to young pigs. The older ones would be more 
likely to withstand any diseases that the younger ones had, but not vice versa. 
 The hot, damp air, filled with the musty stink of a thousand pigs, hit my nostrils when 
I opened the door to Building One. The building was quiet except for the rain hitting the tin 
roof. Some of the pigs slept. Others had stopped what they were doing to get a look at me. 
 The first thing I looked at was the blood-stained floor where I’d killed the three culls 
that morning. Of course, I’d hosed off the wall and floor, but the blood didn’t wash off the 
concrete that easily, so I could still see the pink stains. I tried to put the killing out of my 
head and went on with the business of chores. 
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 I checked the small computer mounted on the wall just inside the door that regulated 
the building—feed augurs, fans, heaters, plastic curtains that rose and fell to help with air 
circulation and heat. The computer also recorded specific data within a 24-hour period like 
temperatures. I checked it and wrote the day’s high and low temperatures on a yellow, fly-
spotted chart that was posted next to the door. I checked the water gauges and recorded those 
numbers too. 
 Then I put a new needle on the metal syringe and removed the penicillin/tylosin 
cocktail from my pocket. By poking the needle through the rubber cap of the bottle and 
pulling the plunger back, I drew the mixture into the syringe, and I put the medication bottle 
back in my pocket and stepped into pen three, just next to the pen where I’d killed the culls. I 
looked and listened for pigs that needed a shot of meds. They were generally slower and 
skinnier, pale, possibly with coarse hair. Some of them coughed or sneezed. I worked my 
way from pen to pen along the north side through the odd-numbered pens giving shots to the 
barrows, the castrated, male pigs. Each one that got a shot got 5 cc’s of penicillin and tylosin 
in the neck and a bright orange mark down its back. 
 I worked slowly down the north side and back through south pens, filled with gilts, 
the female pigs. I worked methodically, giving shots and adjusting feeders so that just 
enough grain—but not too much—would spill out and mix with the water into a sloppy 
cornmeal gruel for the piglets. I worked through the long steel building, walking slowly 
through the pens, looking at each pig, and stepping across the rows of gates and feeders 
shining under the florescent lights, feeders not yet covered in manure, still clean from when 
they had been power-washed the week before.  
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  I worked slowly and looked at every pig in every pen. And as much as I dreaded 
going to work most days, I have to admit, I didn’t mind this part. I liked working alone. It 
was just me and the pigs. If I wanted to whistle or sing a song, they’d just look at me like 
nothing in the world was wrong with me. Or I could talk to them if I wanted to, tell them 
about Kelsey Patterson, the most beautiful girl in school, whom I still hadn’t asked out, and 
none of the 1,750-or-so piglets—give or take fifty depending on the count—would say I was 
stupid to think that I had a chance. 
 I also had a practical reason to work slowly. This was only the second time that the 
pigs had seen me, and they were pretty suspicious, especially because my first time in the 
confinement had resulted in three of their peers being brained on the cement wall. If I made 
any quick movements, they would run in a group to the farthest end of the pen from me, 
making them harder to catch. If I was slow and quiet, though, their curiosity would get the 
better of them, and they would slowly approach, sniffing and biting at my coveralls and 
pushing their noses under my clear plastic boots. 
 Of course, each time I grabbed a pig to give it a shot and mark it, the rest would 
spook and flee again, and it was a constant back and forth—at times they were scared, other 
times curious. It was like a game of chicken being played by all the pigs to see which ones 
could get closest to me without getting scared and fleeing. 
 I had to refill the syringe eight times, so I figure I gave just under ninety shots. It took 
longer than I thought—maybe an hour and a half inside Building One—and by the time I left 
and replaced the padlock, the sun was out again. 
 Going through Building Three took no time at all. The pigs were close to three-
hundred pounds each, and they were set to go to market in less than a week. Even if they 
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needed it, I couldn’t medicate any of them. People generally don’t like having traces of 
antibiotics in their pork loins. So all I did was record the temperatures and water usage and 
walk through the building just to make sure that none of them had died since the previous 
day. Luckily, none had, and after walking the length of the building and back, telling the pigs 
hello and scratching some on the back, some on the roofs of their mouths—which seems 
weird, I know, but they really liked it and would approach me with mouths open so I could 
reach in there—I locked up the building, showered in the office, and drove home. 
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Four 
 Even though I had only been working for North Central Pork for a little over a year, I 
had quite a bit of experience working with hogs. We’d had them on the farm, and I’d been 
around them most of my life.  
 When we had pigs, though, it was different. We didn’t have almost 2,000 animals 
under one roof. We didn’t have expensive augers that delivered the feed right to each pen. 
Our pigs hung out in a small pasture along Short Dick Creek. They rooted through the 
ground and tore up the grass. They dug giant holes which that would fill with mud when it 
rained, and they wallowed in the mess until every square inch of themselves was covered 
with mud. When the sun got high, they’d lie in the shade of the bur oaks that grew along the 
fence or in the tin huts that scattered the pasture. Occasionally, if they wanted quiet, they’d 
come up off the pasture and onto the small cement floor of the barnyard and make their way 
inside the always-open door of the large dusty barn. Mostly, though, they stayed outside, far 
away from the barn, closer to the creek where they could find some mud, unless they were 
being fed. 
 When it was time for them to eat, I’d sit atop the steel gate next to the barn and 
watch, and my dad would call to the hogs in the pasture, “Soooo-WEEEE!” before he went 
into the barn. A moment later, the top part of a different door—one of those where you can 
open the top or the bottom half—opened into the barnyard, and the pigs crowded as close as 
they could to the open window, forming a mob. They knew the drill, and the pigs that had 
been slumbering hundreds of yards away in the pasture soon ran up to the barnyard.  
  Dad scooped the shelled corn that was piled inside the door and threw it out over the 
pigs. The corn showered over them, landing on their backs and falling to the cement, where 
  24 
the pigs snuffed it up as quickly as they could. As Dad threw the first few scoops, the pigs 
fought to be in the best spot—squealing and pushing—but when Dad had thrown a few more 
scoops and the yellow grain began to accumulate around their feet, the fighting would end, 
the pigs putting their energy instead into eating the corn as fast as they could. 
 As the pigs snuffed the corn off the cement, Dad would open the bottom half of the 
door and carry a fifty-pound bag of feed supplement out among the animals. He carried it 
above his shoulder and let the brown pellets fall onto the pigs’ backs as the corn had. The 
pigs didn’t seem to notice the difference. They gobbled the supplement just as quickly as the 
corn, and when the bag was empty, Dad would make his way through the crowd toward me, 
occasionally slapping some of the pigs gently on the back before handing me the empty feed 
sack. My job was to flatten it and stack it with the others that were weighted down by a 
cinder block just inside the barn door.  
 As I got older and stronger, I took over some of the hog work from Dad, who spent 
more time in the shop doing custom welding for other farmers or cutting scrap metal to send 
to salvage. I sorted and fed the pigs, gave shots, scooped manure. When we had new litters, 
I’d castrate the males and clip their teeth so they didn’t grow tusks. Dad was still in charge of 
everything—deciding which ones were going to market and when based on the price per 
hundredweight—but other than that, I was pretty much became the main swineherd by the 
time I was fifteen. 
 But it turned out that having less than a hundred head of hogs wasn’t profitable at all, 
and when large confinement operations began to pop up within a few miles of just about 
everywhere, we, like most of the neighbors, quit raising hogs. The prices had been low 
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enough to justify quitting for a long time, but the inability to compete with the confinements 
was the real nail in the coffin. 
 Now, we still had a few animals on the farm, but most of them were wild cats who 
lived in the barn and ran off if you came anywhere close to them. There were only three 
animals who would actually let you get near them: an old, half-blind beagle named Rusty 
who spent most of his time lying on the shop floor, and two red angus calves named Steak 
and Hamburger that Dad bought the previous fall to give him a something to do outside of 
the shop, where he’d taken on more metal work in order to help pay Mom’s medical bills. 
 Not surprisingly, Dad was in the machine shop when I got home from the 
confinement. As I pulled into the driveway, the white glow of the plasma cutter flickered in 
the open shop door. Dad had probably spent more time in there than he’d spent in the house 
in the three months since Mom died.  
 I didn’t want to slow down his work, so I just went into the house and let him be. 
 In the fridge, I found some leftover lasagna that our neighbor Norma Alvastead had 
brought over for us a couple days before. She’d been bringing us food since Mom first 
started getting sick, and I heated up some of the lasagna in the microwave. I ate it quickly as 
I stood at the sink and rinsed the plate before putting it with the others in the sink, where 
dishes had begun to accumulate in a food-covered pile that I didn’t have the motivation to 
tackle at the moment. I’ll do them later, I thought. It wasn’t like they were going to run off. 
 Then I showered again, even though I had showered in the confinement office right 
after I was done with chores. It always seemed like the first shower after working with hogs 
never got all the smell off. Instead, it got into my nose and lingered, making everything smell 
like hog shit, especially my hands. I had partly gotten used to it, or at least I’d stopped being 
  26 
so paranoid about it, but I still took extra showers now and again. When I first started 
working at the confinement, it was worse. I’d ask my friends if they could smell the stink on 
me, or I’d sniff my palms when no one was looking, just to check to see if I was still ripe. No 
one ever said they could really smell me—or if they did, they lied—but the smell was always 
there to me. 
 After I showered, I went to my room, and began my math homework. I didn’t finish 
because I sat on the bed with the book open in my lap, and I’d only done a few problems 
before Dad shook me awake. 
 “How’s that homework coming?” he asked, smiling. He pointed at my left shoulder. 
“That’s some serious concentration.” 
 I rubbed my eyes and looked at my shirt where he had pointed. I had sleep-drool all 
over myself. 
 “I couldn’t help it,” I said. “I hate math.” 
 He laughed and turned to leave my room, but stopped.  “Do we have any food in this 
house?” he asked. 
 “We still have lasagna,” I said. 
 “Besides that,” he said. “I’ve been eating it for three days. I need something 
different.” 
 “Then, no,” I said. “I don’t think so.” 
  “Alright. I think I’m going to go uptown for a little while and get something at the 
bar. I’ll be back later.” 
 “Okay,” I said. “See ya.” 
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 I gave my homework another shot. I tried doing another problem, but I didn’t get it. I 
didn’t understand Mr. Lemin’s class at all—I was sliding by with a C-plus—and I closed the 
book and went to the couch for some TV time. That particular math assignment wasn’t going 
to really affect anything, I figured, and, with Mr. Lemin freaking out in class the next day, it 
turned out that I was right. 
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Five 
 The Lemin freak-out, or “Sandwichgate” as it came to be known, became a canonical 
incident at school, the standard by which all other teacher tantrums would forever be 
measured. 
 Anyway, it began simply enough. We were just sitting in sixth-period math, and 
Lemin was up at the board saying something about a matrix or something. I wasn’t listening 
very closely. I was actually thinking about the fact that everybody has a skeleton living inside 
them, and I’d begun to imagine all the people around me, including Mr. Lemin, simply as 
skeletons. I know it couldn’t be accurate because skeletons are just bones, but somehow, Mr. 
Lemin’s skeleton still looked fat. 
 I was imagining his jawbone flapping up and down when he said, “Mr. Groves, what 
is that on your book?” 
 I snapped out of it, and looked at my friend Todd, sitting in front and kitty-corner to 
the left of me. He had a peanut butter and jelly sandwich sitting on the right side of his open 
textbook.  
 In most classrooms, it probably wouldn’t have been a big deal, but Mr. Lemin, who 
loved rules even more than math—and maybe even more than the whole pack of German 
shepherds he lived with—apparently decided he was going to make a scene out of it. 
 “I asked you a question, Mr. Groves,” Lemin said to Todd. “What is that on your 
book?” 
 He asked like he’d never seen a sandwich before. 
 Todd looked at the sandwich on page 159 of his math book and then back at Mr. 
Lemin. “Sandwich,” he said. He didn’t have to add, “Duh,” but the implication was clear. 
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 “Oh, good,” Mr. Lemin said. “So I’m not hallucinating.” 
 “I suppose not.” 
 “Could you tell me, Todd, why you have a sandwich in class? In your textbook, no 
less?” 
 “I’m hungry,” said Todd. “I missed lunch.” 
 “You missed lunch,” Mr. Lemin said. “Of course.” 
 There was a weird silence, while Mr. Lemin paced back and forth in front of the 
classroom. 
 He eyed Todd and continued, “Well, did you bring enough sandwiches for the rest of 
the class?” 
 “What? For the rest of— No. I didn’t realize it was my responsibility to give 
everyone—” 
 “You didn’t think that maybe the rest of us would like to have sandwiches too?” 
 “I didn’t think of that,” Todd said. 
 Mr. Lemin turned to Cindy Banks in the front row. “Ms. Banks,” he said, “would you 
like to have a sandwich too?” 
 “What?” Cindy asked, the back of her neck turning red. 
 “Or you, Mr. Draeger? Or you, Ms. Yoder? Would either of you care for a 
sandwich?” 
 “Yeah, I guess,” Phil Draeger said. “I could go for a samwich.” 
 “Hmm,” Mr. Lemin said. “Phil could go for a ‘samwich,’ but apparently no one 
brought ‘samwiches’ except for Todd.” 
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 Mr. Lemin continued to pace in front of the numbers on the board. He rolled a small 
piece of yellow chalk in his palm. 
 “Todd,” he said, “do you know what it says in the student handbook about the 
presence or absence of sandwiches here at North Heller High?” 
 Todd sighed. “No, but I’d be willing to bet it doesn’t say anything specifically about 
sandwiches.” 
 “Maybe not specifically,” Mr. Lemin said, “but it does say that neither food nor 
drink—and I would wager that that includes sandwiches—are allowed in classrooms. Do you 
know why that is?” 
 He continued before Todd could get a word in edgewise. 
 “The reason,” he said, pointing at the sandwich with the piece of chalk he’d been 
playing with, “is that the presence of food and drink in the classroom can cause several 
distractions to the learning process, including, but not limited to, spills, messes, social 
exclusion, disruption in class, and—” 
 “What, what?” Todd interrupted. “Social exclusion?” 
 “Yes, social exclusion. Mr. Draeger has already expressed his interest in having a 
sandwich, remember? Be he doesn’t have one. Only you are in possession of a sandwich, Mr. 
Groves. And in possessing the sandwich, you are raising yourself to a position of power. 
You,” he said, pointing again with the chalk, “as the only sandwich-holder in the classroom, 
are creating an exclusionary environment in which one would have to be in ownership of a 
sandwich to experience equality.” 
 I was amazed at what was going on. Todd’s sandwich had somehow turned math 
class into some kind of Marxist conversation. 
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 “Wait,” Todd said. “Are you saying that I’m better than everyone else because I have 
a sandwich? That’s ridiculous.” 
 “That’s enough, Todd,” Mr. Lemin said. 
 “No, it’s not. I don’t see what the big deal is. It’s not like I’m bragging that I have a 
sandwich and no one else does. I just missed lunch. I’m hungry. Give me a break.” 
 “Give me that sandwich, Todd,” Mr. Lemin said, pointing with the chalk while 
holding his other hand open. “Bring it up here right now.” 
 “No, it’s my lunch.” 
 “Give me the sandwich, Todd.” 
 “This is asinine.” 
 A couple students gasped and one snickered, maybe thinking that Todd had just 
cussed in class. 
 “Todd, I’ll count to three.” 
 “What? Are you my mom?” Todd asked. A few more students giggled, but Mr. 
Lemin, who hated laughter in class almost as much as he apparently had begun to hate 
sandwiches, raised his hand and the room fell silent. His face was turning red. I imagined 
him as a fat skeleton again, but this time his skull was red and steam poured out his ears. I 
forced myself to look away; otherwise, I would have started laughing, and I didn’t want to 
draw any attention to myself during the stand-off. 
 “Give me the sandwich.” Mr. Lemin’s voice had more authority behind it. I wanted to 
look at Mr. Lemin again, but the thought of his mad, fat skeleton made me almost bust out 
laughing. I had to bite my lip. 
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 Ron Peck, a senior who sat behind me and was normally fighting off an afternoon nap 
at this point of class leaned forward and whispered to me, “Oh, my god. Can you believe 
what’s going on here? This is awesome. I hope they fight.” 
 I couldn’t control it, and I let out a small laugh-snort. I covered my face so Mr. Lemin 
wouldn’t see that it was me. 
 “Todd,” he said, “if you don’t give me that sandwich—” 
 “What? What are you going to do? Murder me?” 
 That made a bunch of people laugh, but Ron laughed louder than anyone and then  
added, “Ha ha! Murder!” obnoxiously. 
 “I’m sorry, Mr. Lemin, but I’m eating this sandwich,” Todd said, and he took a bite. 
 “OH, NO, YOU DON’T!” Mr. Lemin yelled, and in no time at all he was at Todd’s 
desk, pulling the sandwich out of his hands. “GIVE ME THAT SANDWICH!” 
 “QUIT IT, YOU FASCIST!” Todd yelled, as he fought to protect his sandwich.  
 Crumbs flew everywhere, seemingly in slow motion. Desks shook as Todd Groves 
and Mr. Lemin fought over a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. People yelled. The students in 
the desks closest to the action moved their desks to get out of harm’s way. The far-away 
students edged in, trying to get closer.  
  A girl screamed.  
  Ron Peck yelled, “Genitals!” and then “Fingerbang!” at the top of his lungs during 
the commotion. 
 Eventually, Mr. Lemin had most of what remained of the sandwich in his hands. His 
face was beet red, and he was sweating. He adjusted his comb-over with peanut butter-
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smeared fingers, leaving a brown streak on the top of his forehead. He fixed his crooked 
glasses. 
 He walked over to the window, opened it, and gave a giant heave. Several pieces of 
what had formerly been the sandwich floated out into the parking lot two stories below. A 
couple of students instinctively moved to the window to see whether they would land on any 
cars.  
 “SIT DOWN!” Lemin yelled. 
 Everyone ran back to their seats. 
 “You all think you’re so special, don’t you?” Mr. Lemin asked a now-silent audience. 
He began rummaging through his desk. “You think you can do whatever you want. Well, let 
me tell you something, ladies and gentlemen. The world doesn’t owe you anything. That’s 
right. The world doesn’t owe you anything!” He slammed a desk drawer and opened another. 
 “What the fuck is he talking about?” Ron whispered to me. 
 “Spoiled brats,” Lemin continued to no one in particular, as he rifled through papers 
in another drawer, “with their sandwiches fancy clothes. Think they deserve whatever they 
want. They got another think coming.” 
 He apparently found the papers he was looking for, and he slammed the desk drawer 
and walked out of the room into the hallway, leaving the door open behind him. A stunned 
advanced algebra class sat in silence. Todd sat at his desk, pissed off, crumbs covering his 
desk and clothes. 
 Ron was the first to talk. “Shit,” he said. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but for 
me, that was probably the highlight of my life. I’m not even joking. That was awesome.” 
 Others chimed in with their individual outlooks on the situation. 
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 “I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 “There’s sandwich all the way over here!” 
 “Did you guys see the skid mark on his forehead?” 
 We sat there for only a couple of minutes before the principal, Mrs. Slaught was at 
the door summoning Todd, who hadn’t said anything about the situation, to come into the 
hallway. She pointed with a long, bony finger at him and gave him the universal get-you-
skinny-ass-over-here-right-this-minute-young-man signal. 
 Todd silently obliged, and Ron said, “Uh, oh!” so loud that Slaught gave him the 
universal not-another-word-unless-you-want-to-be-buried-in-a-shallow-grave stare. 
 As soon as the two had left the room, Ron poked me in the back. 
 “Do you suppose he’ll get kicked out of school?” 
 “For that?” I asked. “No. If anything, Lemin will get in trouble for freaking out so 
bad.” 
 “Nah, he didn’t do anything wrong. Hey,” he said, “did you hear me yell 
‘fingerbang’?” 
 Soon the class was debating who would get in trouble for the incident. After some 
discussion and a vote, six people thought that Todd would be in trouble, five agreed that Mr. 
Lemin would be reprimanded, four abstained from voting because it was “gay,” and Cindy 
Banks voted that Ron Peck should be behind bars. 
 “I had nothing to do with this,” Ron said, picking a pencil off his desk and tossing it 
upward, where it lodged in a foam ceiling panel at an angle nearly perpendicular. 
 “I’m just saying,” Cindy replied. 
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 “I’ll probably get called in to testify anyway,” Ron said. “I think Mrs. Slaught is 
crushing on me, the way she’s always calling me into her office.” He picked a pencil off Jean 
Yoder’s desk and flung it at the ceiling as well. It stuck too, but not as straight as the first. 
 “No,” Cindy said, “it’s because you can’t stay out of trouble, and you say the f-word 
every other sentence.” 
 “I can’t help it,” Ron said. “Sometimes my emotions get the best of me.” He looked 
around at other desks, but most people had moved their writing utensils from plain sight. 
 “That’s because you’re retarded,” Cindy said. 
 “Fuck,” Ron said. “Whatever.”  
 The dismissal bell rang, and we all packed our bags to go to seventh period, where 
we’d all be expert eye witnesses, telling the story to those who hadn’t heard it. Before we 
left, though, the intercom beeped, and an all-call went through the speaker.  
 “Ron Peck, please report to the office. Ron Peck to the office please.” 
 Ron punched me in the arm as we left the classroom. “See that, Edgar?” he said. “She 
loves me.” 
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Six 
 I usually looked forward to seventh period English, not only because Mr. Tracy 
always made class much more tolerable than any of the other teachers did, but also because 
Kelsey Patterson was in the class, and I thought that maybe the sandwich incident would give 
me a chance to talk to her. I was an eye-witness, and above that, I was Todd’s best friend, 
which might have been enough for her to want to hear the story from me. 
 “Oh, Edgar,” she would say, “I sure would love to hear your version of the events of 
Mr. Lemin’s class, the class in which Todd had his sandwich commandeered from the 
authoritarian math teacher.” 
 My imagination got the best of me, though, since when I walked in the door to Mr. 
Tracy’s classroom, I saw that Phil had gotten there before me, and the people who hadn’t 
heard the story, including Kelsey, were crowded around him, laughing at Phil’s telling, 
complete with gestures and pantomimes of how Mr. Lemin threw the sandwich out the 
window. 
 Before I could join them in the back of the room to share my insight on the situation, 
Mr. Tracy said, “Okay, everybody. Why don’t we find our seats, so class can start?” 
 “We can’t yet, Mr. T,” said Phil. “This is too important. Did you hear what 
happened? Lemin flipped his you-know-what.” 
 “His lid?” asked Mr. Tracy.  
 “Worse than lid,” Phil said. “The s-word.” Phil raised his eyebrows and made his 
eyes really large. 
 “Mr. Lemin flipped his s-word?” Mr. Tracy asked. 
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 “Not ‘s-word.’ The actual word. I’m not supposed to swear in class, though,” Phil 
said. 
 “Yeah, I get it,” said Mr. Tracy. Then he looked at Phil for a second and said, “But I 
think lid is probably more appropriate. For one, it makes more sense, being a slang term for 
the word head. So if someone ‘flips his lid,’ it’s another way to say he ‘lost his head’ or 
‘behaved illogically’ or ‘acted without thinking.’ Right?” 
 “I guess,” Phil said. 
 “So the s-word,” Mr. Tracy said, “which is just a vulgar synonym for feces, probably 
wouldn’t make much sense, huh? I don’t think I want to imagine what that might mean.” He 
paused and added, “Maybe that he threw some feces or something?”  
  Mr. Tracy pantomimed taking a turd from his butt and flipping it in the air. “Do you 
suppose that’s what flipping one’s s-word is?” he asked. 
 Most of the class was laughing at Mr. Tracy’s joke. That’s one reason I liked his 
class. He always joked around with us like we were actually adults, not like Mrs. Grimy, who 
called us “boys and girls” like we were six.  
 “And that brings me to the next thing,” Mr. Tracy said. “What’s happened to the art 
of cussing? It used to be that if someone swore, there was a good reason for it, and it was 
tastefully done.” 
 “Now,” he continued, “people just swear all the time. It’s like, some people think you 
can just add the a-word to any adjective, and that’s supposed to intensify it, which doesn’t 
make sense to me. That’s an ugly-a dog. It’s a stupid-a book. This is a disgusting-a 
hamburger.” 
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  “To be honest, I think that swearing is going to be a dead art pretty soon, and as an 
English teacher, it saddens me.” Mr. Tracy paused for dramatic effect. “So, my students, I 
plead to you, don’t cuss irresponsibly and unnecessarily. Also, I don’t want to have to give 
you all detentions. 
 “Okay,” he said, “I’m off my soapbox. Let’s have class.” 
 And with that, Mr. Tracy began creative writing class. He gave us some time to read 
other people’s work and comment on it before we worked on our own stories. Our desks 
were already arranged in a circle—it seemed weird on the first day of class, but now I 
couldn’t imagine sitting in rows in Mr. Tracy’s classroom—and we all passed what we’d 
been working on to the left. I had written a story about a frog and a turtle who were best 
friends or something stupid like that. It wasn’t very good, since I had only written it that 
morning in study hall, and I wouldn’t have normally cared, but Kelsey was sitting three desks 
to my left, so she was going to read my story. I felt like an idiot. She was probably going to 
hate my story and think that I was a complete tool for writing it. I didn’t have much choice, 
though, so I handed it to my left and received some papers from Jean Yoder on my right. 
   She had written a few poems that were all about drugs. They could have been public 
service announcements with bad rhymes. One was called “Drugs are Like Bugs.” I don’t 
know much about poetry, but I know I don’t like it when it’s bad, and these poems were. But 
I wrote, “Good poems!” anyway and passed them on. Then I read an essay by Molly 
McClure about how Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution is evil and how he’s probably 
burning in hell with all the other heretics. Even though I don’t care that much one way or 
another, the essay kind of annoyed me and made me want to write a story called “Jesus and 
Darwin are Best Friends Forever in Heaven,” and I wrote that title in my notebook for later. 
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Then I read Phil’s account of how he went fishing with his dad the summer before and how 
he caught a walleye that he now had mounted in his bedroom. I’d heard the story several 
times before—including the part about how he and his dad got really drunk together one 
night on Canadian whiskey, an anecdote that he left out of this version—and I didn’t give it 
much feedback. I just wrote, “Good story!!” and signed it. 
 Mr. Tracy doesn’t like it when we do that. He wants us to give what he always calls 
“constructive criticism,” but I don’t ever feel like I know what to say about someone else’s 
story, so I generally just put a positive comment with two exclamation points. The two 
exclamation points are important, so the writer knows I’m sincere. Sometimes I add a smiley 
face if it’s really fantastic. 
 After about fifteen minutes of  reading what other people had written and 
commenting on it, everyone handed back the work to the original writers, and we got some 
time to work on either revising what we’d just passed around or drafting new stuff. When I 
got my story back, I had mixed feelings about looking at the comments. I wanted to know 
what Kelsey had to say about my story, but at the same time, I didn’t. What if she hated it? 
What if it was so terrible that mere the thought of me made her nauseous? She’d never go out 
with me if she thought my story was bad. 
 So I was a little scared to look, but I couldn’t stand the thought of not looking either, 
so I immediately turned to the back page where people had made their remarks.  
 Jessica Lansing had written, “Could use a little more character development but 
shows promise,” whatever that meant, and Trent Cooper had put, “Good story!!!!” It was 
nice to see some exclamation points, but four was so many that I began to doubt the sincerity 
behind the comment. That’s the thing. You don’t want to overdo the exclamation points. Two 
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is perfect, but four might be sarcastic. Finally, I looked at what Kelsey, the third person who 
had read my story, had to write. She simply had written the word “cute” in cursive with a 
pink pen and underlined it. 
 Cute? What did that mean? And underlined, no less? Exclamation points I could 
decipher, but underlined? This was new. 
 I figured there were two ways of looking at it. One, it could simply mean that she 
thought the story of the frog and turtle was a cute concept, and that I should continue to 
develop it, or the second possibility, the one I hoped was true, was that she meant that I was 
cute, and I should ask her to share a romantic, candlelit dinner with me. It was underlined, 
which seemed to make it more important. Also, it was in cursive, which could signal that it 
was really important—or it could be the way she wrote all the time—and the comment was 
written in pink, a color associated with romance and Valentine’s Day.  
 Of course, I figured, if she wanted me to ask her out, she might simply have written, 
“Edgar, you’re a hunk. Be my boyfriend,” and drawn a heart with our initials in it, but maybe 
because this was an in-class thing, she needed to be more discreet. Mr. Tracy would 
eventually see these papers, and I’m sure she didn’t want him to know about her undying 
love for me. Not yet anyway. So she had to hide it. 
 It would have been nice to know if she had used the same pink pen and cursive 
lettering on comments for other people that day, so I looked over to Jessica and Trent’s desks 
to see if I could see their comments. Trent had already put his stuff back in his folder and had 
started writing something else, so I couldn’t see what Kelsey had written on his draft. Jessica 
still had hers on her desk next to mine, but the comment-side of the paper was facing down, 
and I couldn’t see. Maybe she’d show me if I played it right. 
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 “Hey, Jessica,” I said, “what did you write about this time?” I reached for the draft on 
her desk, but she snatched it away before I could get it. 
 She looked at me like I had some sort of contagious disease and replied, “It’s none of 
you’re frickin’ business.” 
 Wow. That was a bitchy thing to say, I thought, and I turned back to the work on my 
desk without another word. 
 I tried to not think about Kelsey’s ulterior motives in writing “cute” on my paper, and 
began drafting the story about Jesus and Darwin being best friends in heaven. After writing a 
scene in which the two played tennis, with Jesus winning in four sets, I wasn’t sure where the 
story was going, so I sat and daydreamed the rest of the period. 
 During my daydreaming, though, I happened to look over at Kelsey, three desks away 
in the circle, and I caught her looking at me. 
 Instinctively, I looked away but then immediately regretted it. I wished that I hadn’t 
gotten embarrassed. If I hadn’t looked away, maybe I could have smiled or something. That 
would have been suave. I looked back at her, hoping that maybe I could try again, but she 
was looking back at the papers on her desk. 
 Despite that I didn’t get the chance to smile at her and see her smile back, I couldn’t 
shake the thought that “cute” referred to something more than my story, and that thought 
followed me the rest of the day. 
 I didn’t even mind having to go out to the Whitford Site after school. 
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Seven 
 Nothing spectacular happened during chores. Two small pigs had died, and they both 
had red marks on their backs from where I’d marked them the day before, so I knew that they 
were two pigs that I’d given shots. Apparently, the penicillin/tylosin mixture wasn’t enough. 
 I worked through the building, looking for the others that I’d marked with red, and 
when I found them, I gave them another shot of meds in the neck, and I put a blue mark on 
their backs to go along with the red one from before. The blue and red marks made the little 
white pigs look like they were ready to go to a Fourth of July parade or something. They 
looked very patriotic compared to those other pigs that hadn’t gotten any shots on either of 
the two days since they had arrived. Those communists. 
 Other than the two pigs that had died, everything was fine, and after I carried the pigs 
out of the building, I locked it and went to Building Three to check on the market-weight 
hogs. 
 One was dead in that confinement, and it was just going to have to remain a mystery 
why it died. It was close to the door, which was nice, and I used a cable snare to drag it out of 
the building. The snare was helpful because the dead pig’s leg was covered by urine and 
manure from all the other pigs. Also, sometimes the other pigs chewed on the dead ones, 
leaving their legs slimy with saliva, so looping a cable around its leg made it so that I didn’t 
have to actually touch it. Of course, dragging a full-grown hog took a lot more work than 
carrying two piglets, but at least it was close to the door, so I didn’t have to drag it all the 
way down the length of the building.  
  The rest of the building was fine, so I locked up that building as well and went back 
to the office, where I wrote the death tally for April 18th on the calendar, recording the 
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weights and locations of the three dead pigs: “Building One: two chronic, 30lbs and Building 
Three: one acute, 275lbs.” 
 Then I dragged the large dead hog to the dead shed by the side of the road. The dead 
shed was nothing more than a square box about six by eight feet with a slanted roof and a 
limestone floor. The long wall facing the driveway swung open, and inside was where the 
dead hogs were dumped. Eventually, when it got full enough or gross enough, I’d have to 
call the rendering plant, and they’d bring a truck to haul away all the remains to be boiled 
down into fat, which they used for God-knows-what, but right now the dead shed was pretty 
empty. Plus, it was still wasn’t too hot yet, so the decomposition process was relatively slow. 
When summer started, the rendering plant would have to be called more often. 
 I opened the dead shed and immediately saw the three small culls I’d killed the day 
before. They were exactly as I’d left them, piled right in the middle, except that their blood 
had crusted and darkened overnight. It seemed surprising to see them lying in the same 
positions, but it really shouldn’t have been. It wasn’t like they were going to get up and 
dance a jig while I was away. 
 I dragged the large pig in and left it next to the culls and went back to Building One 
to get the small pigs that had died that day. I tossed them in the dead shed, and they landed 
on the large market-weight hog. One stayed right on top. The other slid off and bumped the 
pile of culls, slightly moving them. Seeing the dead hogs move a little kind of gave me the 
creeps, so I shut the dead shed, went back to the office, showered, and drove home. 
 When I pulled into the driveway, my dad was standing in the yard with a baseball 
glove on, and he was playing catch with Todd. 
 “Grab a glove, Edgar,” Dad said when I got out of the truck. 
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 “What are you guys doing?” I asked.  
 “What does it look like we’re doing, Einstein?” Todd asked. “It’s called catch. We 
just made it up.” 
 “I know,” I said. “But I mean, why?”  
 “I thought it would be fun, but when I got over here, you were gone, so your dad 
offered,” Todd said. “Here comes the knuckler, Bill.” 
 He threw the ball to my dad, who was wearing blue bib overalls over a flannel shirt—
his shop clothes—in addition to the baseball glove on his left hand. Dad caught the 
knuckleball right at chest level. 
 “I don’t know, Todd,” he said. “That had just enough rotation to make it a potential 
home run ball.” 
 “My fingernails are too short.” 
 “Right,” my dad said, and he laughed. “I don’t think the manager is going to like that 
excuse after the ball is launched over the fence.” He threw the ball back to Todd, who caught 
it in his black glove with a loud snap. 
 “Okay,” Todd said, “how about the curve?” He threw it, and it spun sideways in the 
air. “Did it break?” he asked. 
 “I’m afraid that one might have ended up in the bleachers too,” Dad said with a smile. 
He turned to me. “Are you going to get your glove or not? We can play three-way.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 I couldn’t find it right away. I knew it was somewhere in my closet, but I had a whole 
pile of clothes in there that had taken over most of the space. After a while of digging, I 
finally found it, and I went back down to play catch with the two of them. 
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 “Where was it?” Dad asked as I took my spot in the yard. 
 “Closet,” I said. “I almost had to give up looking.” 
 We stood in a triangle, and Dad threw me the ball. It felt awkward to catch it, but the 
ball stuck in my glove. I hadn’t played organized baseball since eighth grade, and I probably 
hadn’t played catch since then either. 
 I grabbed the ball with two fingers, turned toward Todd, stepped with my left foot, 
and hurled the ball over his head by about ten feet. It bounced in the still-wet grass then 
hopped into the driveway, where it continued to roll and bounce in the gravel. Todd turned 
and chased it. 
 “Whoops!” I said. “Sorry.” I stretched my right arm across my chest. “Guess I’m not 
warmed up.” 
 My dad laughed. “You with your bad throw. Todd with his hanging knuckleball. Both 
of you with excuses.” 
 I looked at Dad and waited for him to say one of his favorite proverbs. When Todd 
got back to his spot in the triangle and began to wipe the rain and mud from the ball, Dad 
said, “You know, excuses are a lot like assholes.” 
 I’d heard this several hundred times over the course of my childhood, so I stayed 
quiet and let Todd set himself up for the punch line. 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Everybody’s got ‘em, and they all stink.” 
 We played catch for a long time. My dad and Todd were smooth. They never dropped 
the ball, and when they threw it, it rolled right off their fingertips and hit their target 
perfectly. I, however, didn’t have quite an easy time with it. I felt clumsy. I kept dropping the 
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ball. Sometimes it just hit the side of my glove and bounced into the wet grass. When I 
threw, I short-hopped my target. Todd, who was the shortstop on the high school team, saved 
me several times by scooping up the throws that were too low, and Dad—who caught for two 
years at the community college, and, according to Mom’s stories, was good enough that he 
could’ve played at a four-year—didn’t have any trouble at all, even with bib overalls, steel-
toed work boots, and an extra thirty years on Todd and me. He was fifty-seven years old, but 
throwing the baseball, he looked as smooth as ever. 
 I, on the other hand, must have looked like a complete reject. My throws were so bad 
that I started to aim the ball, and Dad would tell me to keep my elbow up and throw it 
without thinking. I’d try to remember that, and the next throw would end up ten feet over 
Todd’s head. 
 My catching wasn’t that great either. The ball kept popping out of my glove, and I 
couldn’t help but notice Dad grimace each time he threw it to me. I think he was starting to 
worry that I would miss his throws completely, and they’d just hit me in the face at full 
speed. Either that, or he was worried that I was retarded. 
  Once the sun set, the low light made it tougher to see the ball, and Dad called the 
game on account of darkness. I was pretty glad about it. I had enough trouble avoiding being 
killed by a fastball in good light. 
 Dad asked Todd if he wanted to stay for supper, and after Todd accepted the 
invitation, Dad went inside to cook the frozen tater-tot casserole that Mrs. Alvastead had just 
brought over earlier that day. Todd and I sat on the porch and watched the sky in the west 
change colors. 
 “Okay,” I asked, “what was all of that sandwich stuff about today?” 
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 Todd smiled. “Yeah, that probably wasn’t a good choice on my part, huh? Can you 
believe I got three days in-school suspension for that?” 
 “Ron Peck thought you would be kicked out of school.” 
 “Well, Ron’s an idiot. He’ll be lucky to graduate this year.” 
 “Whatever. I bet that he could do absolutely no work for the rest of the school year, 
and they’ll still pass him just to get rid of him.” 
 “Yeah, you’re right. He’s a pain in the ass. He might be worse than Jeff,” Todd said. 
 “How can you say that when Jeff treats you the way he does? Nobody’s worse than 
Jeff,” I said.  
 “But he’s harmless,” said Todd. “He’s just an ignorant prick. Sure, he calls me gay all 
the time, but it’s probably out of fear that he’s gay himself.” 
  “Maybe.” I didn’t want to talk about Ron Peck and Jeff Kessler, so I changed the 
subject back to the sandwich. 
 “So why did you get that sandwich out?” I asked. “You had to have known that 
Lemin would freak. He goes nuts if someone breathes the wrong way.” 
 “Yeah, I knew.” Phil said, looking into the sky at a plane flying overhead. “I was 
hungry, though, and I wanted to see what he’d do.” 
 “But you knew the rule.” 
 “If rules are unfair, then they shouldn’t be followed.” 
 “It isn’t unfair.” 
 “It is too,” said Todd. “It’s tyrannical.” 
 “Yeah,” I said, “and you’re like Rosa Parks sitting in the front of the bus, making the 
world a better place for every student, one sandwich at a time.” 
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 “Exactly,” Todd said. “Stick it to the man.” 
 I wasn’t sure whether he was being serious or not. 
 “Well,” I said, “I’m glad it was you rather than me. I’d be too scared of getting in 
trouble to try anything like that.” 
 “Would you?” I could see in the corner of my eye that Todd was looking at me, but I 
kept looking out into the darkening yard. A raccoon climbed out of a hole in the hollow oak 
tree across the driveway. 
 “There’s a raccoon up there,” I said. 
 “Where?” Todd asked, springing to life. “Go get your gun.” 
 “Nah,” I said. “It’s not hurting anything.” I wasn’t sure whether I was just too lazy to 
get a gun or whether killing the pigs the day before had somehow made me into an animal 
rights activist. I’d shot raccoons out of trees before, and I generally didn’t have a problem 
with it, but this time, I just didn’t feel like shooting it. 
 “What if it has rabies?” Todd asked. 
 “It doesn’t have rabies. It’s April. If anything, it probably has a litter.” 
 “More the reason to kill it then,” Todd said. “They’re disgusting pests.” 
 “Well,” I said, “if it bites you and gives you rabies, I promise to hunt it down and 
avenge you.” 
 “If I get rabies, are you going to put me down too? Old-Yeller-style?” 
  “If you come at me, all foaming at the mouth and snarling, then sure, I’ll take you 
back behind the woodshed.” 
 “Maybe you should just go kill that raccoon, then.” 
 “I don’t want to.” 
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 “But if you don’t kill it, then it will give me rabies, and then you’ll have to shoot me. 
So shouldn’t you kill it now so you don’t have my death on your conscience?” 
 “I think in war they call that a pre-emptive strike, and it uses faulty logic. Besides,” I 
said, “it’s too late. It’s getting away.” 
 The raccoon, by this point, had climbed into an opening at the top of the hollow 
trunk. 
 “I guess that’s all for me then,” Todd said. “When I’m dead, you’ll have only yourself 
to blame.” 
 While I knew that Todd was just playing around, and that I wouldn’t really be 
responsible for his death, the idea of blaming myself for someone else dying was starting to 
depress me a little bit because—even though I knew it wasn’t exactly true—I sometimes kind 
of felt like it was my fault that my mom was dead. 
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Eight 
 I didn’t kill my mom or anything like that. The cancer did that. But because she was 
pregnant with me when she first got it, I always felt like it was partly my fault. I didn’t cause 
the cancer, of course, but they said that some hormonal changes during pregnancy could have 
sped it up. And if she hadn’t been pregnant with me, Mom could have had radiation 
treatments or chemotherapy, but my presence put a stop to that, so all she could do was have 
a mastectomy. The surgery got the tumor, but some of the cancerous breast cells had spread 
into the bone. 
  It wasn’t until after I was born that she was able to go into chemotherapy and 
radiation, which was pretty successful. The way I understood it as a kid was that they got it 
all. “Complete remission,” they called it. 
 But I didn’t understand that remission doesn’t mean that the cancer is actually gone. 
It’s just kind of in hibernation for a while. And when it came back sixteen years later, it came 
back with a vengeance. 
 So technically, it wasn’t my fault. I didn’t cause the cancer, and Mom and Dad told 
me never to blame myself. Most of the time, I didn’t. But sometimes it was hard to not 
wonder if Mom and Dad did all they could. I mean, it was pretty obvious that if Mom hadn’t 
been pregnant, they could have done more earlier. They could have attacked it with surgery, 
chemo, and radiation all at the same time, and that might have done more to stop it before it 
spread.  
 So if Mom had gotten an abortion, then maybe she would have lived. 
 I know that’s a messed-up thought to have, but I couldn’t help it, and when she was 
really suffering, I almost wished that she had done it. 
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 Then I’d be dead instead of her. 
 So when Todd made the crack about being responsible for him dying of rabies, I 
couldn’t help but think about my mom. 
 When I thought about my mom, I had the tendency to retreat inside myself and forget 
about all that was going on around me. Todd, my best friend, who I had known since 
kindergarten, could read me like a book, and he picked up on it. 
 “You’re thinking about your mom, aren’t you?” he said after we had been sitting in 
silence for a while. 
 “Yeah,” I said. “It’s hard not to. Shit, she’s only been gone for three months and it 
seems like forever.” 
 Right then, Dad opened the door. “Food’s ready, guys,” he said. 
 We ate in the living room and watched Sportscenter. Todd and I sat on the couch with 
our plates on the coffee table. Dad ate in the recliner with his plate in his lap and his feet up.  
  Baseball season was just underway, so the analysts were talking about all the teams 
and which ones they thought had a chance at winning the World Series. They started to argue 
vehemently about the Mets and the Braves, which seemed pretty silly, as the season had just 
begun about ten days earlier. 
 “What do you think of the Cubs this year, Bill?” Todd asked my dad when it went to 
commercial. 
 “They have some good bats,” Dad said without looking away from the ad for a 
shaving razor, “but the bullpen is weak. Again.” 
 “Always is,” Todd said. 
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 “I think they can make a showing at least if their starters stay healthy,” Dad said. 
“Maybe this is the year.” 
 That was it for the baseball talk, and we went back to eating in silence. By the time 
Sportscenter was over, Dad had fallen asleep in his chair. He’d set his plate on the carpet. 
 “I should get going,” Todd said, “before my parents think I’ve run away or 
something,” and he got up to leave. 
 “See you tomorrow,” I said. “Have fun in in-school suspension,” I added as he left. 
 “I’m sure it will be a blast,” he said. 
  
 Todd was in I.S.S. through Friday, and while he was supposed to have his meals 
delivered to the small room—which was actually more like a supply closet with a desk—off 
of the main office, they let him come to the cafeteria for lunch on Friday. They were 
probably getting pretty sick of him being down there the whole time, and when we came 
down to lunch that day, the sight of Todd sitting with a bunch of little kids in the cafeteria 
was startling. 
 Even by rural standards, North Heller High School was very small. My class that 
year, the junior class, consisted of 23 people. The seniors only had 17. And even though our 
building was considered a high school, everyone, kindergarten through twelfth grade, was on 
the same campus, just in different buildings. We all shared the same gym and cafeteria, 
though, which were in the high school.  
 Anyway, because it was such a small school and we had to share the cafeteria, the 
administrators tried to make the schedules so that the elementary kids weren’t eating lunch at 
the same time as the high schoolers, but all the students, regardless of age, had to eat roughly 
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at noon, so it was impossible to keep the cafeteria completely segregated. Walking through 
there, you’d have to really be careful. You didn’t want to run over some little kid while you 
were carrying your corndogs and fries, and it wasn’t likely that the little kids were ever 
watching where they were going. All their concentration went toward balancing their milk 
cartons on their plastic trays. 
  The lunch ladies tried to keep the cafeteria as orderly as possible for that reason, so 
they had it split up. The north half was for kindergarteners through sixth graders, the south 
for seventh through twelfth. Generally, there was a big age difference between the two sides 
of the cafeteria. 
 It was a surprise, then, on Friday when we came stampeding down the hallway to 
lunch and saw Todd sitting on the wrong side of the lunchroom with a group of third graders. 
He seemed to be enjoying himself. 
 “Raise your hand,” he said to the kids around him, “if you like... cheese!” and hands 
shot up all around him. “Me too!” he declared. 
 Then it was someone else’s turn. A small blonde girl sitting across from Todd said, 
“Raise your hand if you like... recess,” and a bunch of hands went up again. 
 Todd looked up to see us high schoolers come in, and he waved with a banana in his 
hand. While his hand was in the air he said, “Raise your hand if you like bananas,” and they 
went back to their game. 
 Normally, I sat with Todd and Phil Draeger at lunch, but with Todd playing the raise-
your-hand-if-you-like-something game, it looked like it would just be me and Phil. I got to 
our normal table first, and I chose a seat on the side of the table where I could see Kelsey’s 
table. Sure, it might have been a little stalker-like, but so what? I liked looking at her. There 
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was just something about her blue eyes and her brown hair. It was a mismatched combination 
that you don’t see every day, and I think part of her attractiveness came from the fact that it 
seemed exotic to me. 
 I expected Phil to sit across from me, but he came around to my side of the table and 
sat next to me. Ron Peck set his tray across from us. 
 I had mixed feelings about Ron sitting with us. Sure, he was a pain in the butt, but he 
was sometimes fun to be around, and with Todd getting the opportunity to really act his age 
with some third graders, it could have been fun to have Ron sit with us. I wasn’t great friends 
with him or anything, but we got along well enough, especially since he sat behind me in 
math. He was a year older and very obnoxious, and since Phil grew up a few blocks from 
him, the two of them were good friends. 
 “Phil,” he said as he sat down next to me. “What are you doing tonight?” 
 Phil looked at me. “I don’t know. What are we doing tonight, Edgar?” 
 I was surprised to be brought into the conversation. “Beats me,” I said. 
 “Okay,” Ron said, “I’ll tell you. Cindy Banks’s parents are out of town—out of the 
state actually—and she’s going to have a party, and we’re going to go.” 
 “We weren’t invited,” Phil said. 
 “I’m inviting you,” Ron said. “You can come with me.” 
 I wasn’t sure if Ron meant the both of us or just Phil. 
 “Were you invited?” Phil asked. 
 “Well, no, but it’s okay if we come as a group. If a bunch of us crash the party, it’s 
okay,” Ron said. 
 “Who’s all going?” Phil asked. 
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 “Me, you, Jeff.” Ron looked at me and pointed his thumb in my direction. “Edgar,” 
he added. 
 I was a little relieved to be invited, but when I heard that Jeff was going to go, I didn’t 
want to. He was a jerk, and with my infatuation with Kelsey, I didn’t want to be around him. 
They’d only broken up a few months before, and if I was going to date her—or even 
fantasize about dating her—I didn’t want to be anywhere near him. 
 “Where is Jeff today?” Phil asked. 
 “He’s skipping,” said Ron. “But he’ll meet up with us tonight.” 
 That was a relief to know that he wasn’t in school. Maybe I could talk to Kelsey 
sometime in the hallway without being scared of getting a crowbar to the back of the head 
compliments of that psycho. 
 I looked over to Kelsey’s table, and even though she had her back to me, I could tell 
that the conversation she was having was pretty serious based on Jessica Lansing’s 
expression. Jessica looked past Kelsey and made eye contact with me. I quickly looked away. 
 Damn it, I thought. Now she thinks I’m a creep. 
 “What about Todd?” Phil asked. “You want him to go too?” 
 On the other side of the cafeteria, Todd had his hand up in the air, and he was 
laughing with all the third graders. He sure seemed to be having a good time. 
 “I don’t know,” Ron said. “Jeff thinks he’s queer. No offense. I mean, I know you 
guys are friends and all. It’s just that with Jeff—.” 
 “Whatever,” I said. “It’s no big deal.” 
  The talk of Todd being gay started in seventh grade in the locker room after 
basketball practice. I’m not even sure how. Supposedly, someone saw Todd look at someone 
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else’s genitals in the shower, and the rumors started soon after. But it wasn’t like you could 
help but see another guy’s equipment. The communal shower was just one big room without 
any privacy dividers. Plus, it was in seventh grade, when every guy is self-conscious about 
how his development is progressing compared to other guys. I mean, some, at that point, 
have already started shaving. Some, though, haven’t even sprouted a single strand of pubic 
hair, and no one wants to be the last guy to get hair on his balls. A lot of guys were too self-
conscious to even shower. I was anyway. 
  Unfortunately for Todd, he wasn’t too shy to go in there with the other guys, and one 
day one of those other guys caught him peeking. Then the stories started, probably as a joke. 
But they got worse and worse, and pretty soon Todd—as far as some people were 
concerned—was gay. 
  Being his best friend apparently made me gay too, and I became the butt of some 
jokes as well. Of course, I didn’t like it, but I generally tried to laugh it off, and the rumor 
that I was gay never stuck the way it had with Todd. 
 “Oh, come on! He’s not gay,” Phil said.  
 “Okay,” Ron said. “Whatever. He can go. He can drive or something.” 
 Right then, Todd set his tray in the spot next to Ron and sat with us. 
 “Dude, are you supposed to be over here?” Phil asked. 
 He wasn’t, of course, and he knew he didn’t have much time before Lois, the head 
lunch lady, would notice and take away his eating privileges for the rest of high school. 
 “Guys,” he said quickly and quietly, “my parents are driving me nuts. I’m grounded, 
but I need to unground myself tonight.” He looked behind him to see if he’d been spotted yet. 
I used the opportunity to look back at Kelsey’s table.  
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  I made eye contact with Jessica again, and she gave me a look like I was a leper. 
  Damn it, I thought. 
  Then Todd lowered his voice. “I’m planning a jailbreak tonight just after eight. My 
parents have taken my keys, so I’ve got to hoof it. Edgar, I need you to pick me up at exactly 
8:15 at Oakland Mill. By then, my parents may be on to the fact that I snuck out—they’re 
weird about checking up on me—so in case they’re driving around looking for me, I’ll be 
back away from the road in the woods. Pull into the driveway and turn the lights off. If you 
don’t show up, you’re written out of my will.” 
 “You can’t write me out of your will,” I said. “I’m counting on the extra income from 
selling that sweet green bike that we used to ramp into the creek.” 
 “I can write you out of the will, and I will,” he said. He looked around for Lunchlady 
Lois, who had spotted him and was beginning to walk towards our table.  
 “Uh oh. The jig is up,” he said. “Now if you ever want that bike, you’ll be there at 
eight-fifteen. Not a minute later.” 
 With that, he picked up his tray and walked to the tray disposal window. Lois cut him 
off before he got there, and after he had dumped his tray, she escorted him out of the 
cafeteria, presumably back to the office to in-school suspension. 
 Ron turned to Phil and me and asked, “Who’s up for a jailbreak?” 
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Nine 
 That afternoon as I daydreamed in Mr. Tracy’s creative writing class, I wondered 
whether Kelsey would be at the party. She and Cindy Banks both lived in Daleville, which 
only had about a hundred fifty people, so I guessed the odds were in favor of her at least 
making an appearance, even if she and Cindy weren’t the closest of friends. 
  Daleville, along with Galesburg and Winford, was one of the three small towns that 
made up our school district. Each town used to have its own school, but when the three towns 
consolidated in the fifties after most people left for bigger cities, the district was renamed 
North Heller Community Schools and the mascot was the River Devils because the Badger 
River cut right through the district. Apparently, “Badgers” was too obvious, but it would 
have worked because “River Devils” was too satanic, according to a group of right-wing 
Christian fundamentalist parents who complained to the school board about fifty times a 
year. They said that the mascot was promoting satanic rituals. It didn’t look like their 
complaint was going to ever change anything, but after an abandoned church just outside of 
Daleville was burned down on Halloween one year, they changed the mascot to a frog. We 
weren’t even the Fighting Frogs or anything like that. We were just the North Heller Frogs, 
which wasn’t very intimidating but at least went with the river motif. 
 Daleville, where the party was going to be, was the smallest of the three towns in the 
district. It wasn’t like Galesburg or Winford, which were right along the interstate and 
surrounded by large, flat cornfields. It was nestled among the small hills of the river valley, 
surrounded by woods. Compared to the other two towns, it was a lot darker and much more 
spread out. It was also older than the other two towns, so it had big Victorian houses that 
looked like they could be haunted with huge yards filled with trees. Even though the 
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population was much lower than that of Galesburg or Winford, Daleville was so spread out 
that area-wise, it was about the same size as both of them. 
 It was perfect for parties because people didn’t live close enough to one another to be 
bothered by any noise, there was plenty of room to park, and with all the trees by the river, 
all anyone had to do was scatter through the woods if the party was busted by the cops. 
 Daleville was also a little bit creepy when it got dark, which was fun for parties. 
Along with the stories of old houses being filled with ghosts, there was an old legend that the 
railroad bridge in Daleville was haunted by a woman who had killed her three children by 
tying them up and throwing them off the bridge into the Badger River. Then she tried to hang 
herself from the bridge, but when she jumped off with the rope around her neck, the tension 
of the rope popped her head off like a cork coming out of a bottle. Supposedly, all the bodies 
were found, but the woman’s head never was, and if you went out onto the bridge at 
midnight and shined a flashlight into the water from above, you would see her head at the 
bottom of the river looking up at you. If you didn’t break your eye contact with her 
decapitated head and you keep staring down, her headless ghost would push you from behind 
into the water, and you had to be on your guard. 
 A lot of people claimed to have done it, and they said that it was true, but I was 
always pretty skeptical, especially since those people who claimed to see the head were never 
pushed into the water or drowned. Really, I’m not sure I believe in ghosts, but if they do 
exist, I doubt that they’re out there trying to kill drunk teenagers on an abandoned railroad 
bridge. 
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 Either way, during the party, someone was probably going to go down to the bridge 
and try it, if only to scare some girls, and I would have liked to see it. I wouldn’t do it on my 
own or anything, but with a big group at a party, it might have been fun. 
 Mr. Tracy brought me out of my daydream and back to creative writing class. “Does 
anyone remember what I said on the first or second day of class about not using real names 
or events in your fictional stories?” he asked. 
 He had said not to. 
 “Let me add that that also applies to thinly veiled pseudonyms.” 
 “Pseudo-whats?” asked Betty Yoder. 
 “Fake names,” Mr. Tracy said. “For example, suppose an incident in school occurs. I 
don’t know, let’s say maybe a student named Todd Groves has a sandwich in a math class. 
The teacher—this is all hypothetical, of course—let’s call him Mr. Sam Lemin. Well, he ends 
up throwing the sandwich out the window, okay?” 
 A few people snickered because this wasn’t hypothetical at all. 
  “Anyway,” said Mr. Tracy, “suppose you witness this event, and you are divinely 
inspired to write about it. Your muse has struck, you’ve dipped your feather quill in ink, and 
you absolutely have to write about this actual event. If—hypothetically, remember—you 
write about it, you should, at the absolute least, change the names so the reader can’t tell who 
the real people are.” 
 “What do you mean?” asked Trent Cooper. 
  “Well, take the name ‘Todd Groves’ for example. We all know that he’s a real kid in 
this school—in this class even—albeit not the past few days as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” 
  “He got three days in-school. He’ll be back on Monday,” said Betty Yoder. 
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  “That’s dumb. It was just a samwich,” Phil said. 
  “Okay,” Mr. Tracy said, putting his hand up to stop the conversation. “Whatever he 
got for whatever it was that he did is not the issue.” Mr. Tracy used finger quotes on “got” 
and “did.” 
  “I think you know a lot more than you’re letting on,” said Molly McClure. 
  Mr. Tracy shrugged his shoulders. “Well, of course I do. I’m a teacher. We have 
meetings about this stuff all the time. You’d be surprised at what I know about all of you.” 
  “Like what?” asked Molly. 
  “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you. Student-teacher confidentiality requires my absolute 
silence on it,” Mr. Tracy said. 
  “Anyway,” Mr. Tracy continued, “say you want to write about the event. That’s okay 
if you let it inspire you to write something else, but don’t just change the name of the 
character to ‘Godd Troves’ and change the sandwich to a banana. It’s obvious who and what 
you’re talking about, and that’s not fiction. It’s just bad journalism.” 
  A few people laughed. “That’s what I did,” said Phil. “I used the name ‘Lam Semin’ 
too.” 
  I imagined a lamb wearing a football jersey with the number seven. 
  “Phil, you weren’t the only one,” said Mr. Tracy. “Last night I read six stories about 
food in class.” 
  A few more people owned up to it and told their neighbors. 
  “But what are we supposed to do then?” asked Phil. “What if we can’t think of 
anything else to write?” 
  62 
  “I’m not saying don’t use the experience,” said Mr. Tracy. “I want you to if that’s 
what you want to do. But instead of writing what actually happened, use the incident to spark 
your own story—one that you make up but still retains the truth of the original story.” 
  “I’m lost,” Phil said. 
  I don’t usually ask many questions in class, but I was lost too. “Can you give us an 
example?” 
  “Sure, Edgar,” Mr. Tracy said. He put the eraser of his pencil against his front teeth 
and bit his bottom lip while he was thinking. He looked a like a beaver getting ready to draw 
up some blueprints. “Okay, first let’s see if we can peel all the layers away and figure out 
what the story is all about.” 
  “A sandwich, right?” asked Molly. 
  “I’m afraid not.” 
  “Are you sure?” 
  “Well, on the surface it seems like it’s about a sandwich, yes, but I don’t think that’s 
it. I think there’s a deeper meaning.” 
  “Mr. Lemin flipping his lid like a psycho?” asked Phil. “See, I remembered what you 
said the other day.” 
  Mr. Tracy laughed. “Impressive, but I don’t think that’s it either. I mean, if it’s just 
about a sandwich or about a teacher losing control, who really cares? That’s not important. 
There’s no big idea there. We want to figure out what’s important, and to do that, we have to 
look at the conflict itself.” 
  There was a long, uncomfortable pause. I almost expected a cricket to start chirping. 
  “The conflict is between two people, isn’t it?” Mr. Tracy asked. 
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  Some people nodded. 
  “And who are these people?” he asked. 
  “Todd and Mr. Lemin.” 
  “Yes, but what are their roles? Real names don’t matter, remember? They could be 
named Poopypants McGee and Stinkybutt Jones for all I care.” 
  “Which one is Mr. Lemin and which one is Todd?” asked Phil. “I’m going to tell 
Todd you called him that. And Mr. Lemin.” 
  “Phil, nobody is Poopypants or Stinkybutt. It doesn’t matter. Forget I even said that.” 
Mr. Tracy paused. “Actually, on second thought, don’t forget. Remember those names. And 
don’t ever use those names because I just claimed the copyright on them,” he said. “So if you 
use ‘Poopypants McGee’ or ‘Stinkybutt Jones’ in any of your stories, I’ll sue you and claim 
your college fund. I’m a public school teacher, so I clearly could use the cash. You’ve all 
seen the pile of junk I drive around. But that’s not my point. My point is, let’s say we have 
these two characters. What is their relationship to one another?” 
  “Student and teacher?” 
  “Exactly, Betty. And what’s the relationship between student and teacher?”  
  Phil raised his hand, which is odd because he normally just blurts things out. He only 
raises his hand when he’s not sure whether his idea is school-appropriate. 
  Mr. Tracy looked around the room for other hands, but no one else raised theirs.    
“Yes, Phil?” he finally asked. 
  “Well, about student-teacher relationships. I was watching this news show with my 
dad, you know, the ones where they set up these pervs by going to chat rooms and pretending 
that they’re thirteen year old girls. There was this teacher on there th—.” 
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  Mr. Tracy cut him off. “Okay, I think we know where you’re going with this, and I’m 
going to try to stop this train wreck. Anyone else, what’s the relationship between a student 
and a teacher? Or student and principal? Or a kid and a parent?” 
  I raised my hand, even though I’m always scared to say something dumb and have 
everyone laugh. 
 “Does it have something to do with how adults make the rules and kids have to follow 
them?” I asked. 
 “Exactly,” Mr. Tracy said. 
 I felt pretty good to get the answer right. My face felt hot, and I risked a glance to the 
left to see what Kelsey’s reaction was. She just stared straight ahead to Mr. Tracy. 
 “Isn’t the story,” said Mr. Tracy, “about a power relationship?” 
 Some people nodded, but a few still had confused looks. 
 “And the sandwich represents something foreign in their relationship, doesn’t it?” Mr. 
Tracy said. “It’s a catalyst.” 
 I thought I was starting to get where he was going. 
 “So let’s say I’m going to write my story about Mr. Lemin and Todd.” He paused and 
looked at the board. Finally, he said, “Okay, I’ve got these three characters, and they’re all 
ducks. One is the daddy duck. Another is the mommy duck and the third one is their son 
duck who is off at duck college learning Latin.” Mr. Tracy drew three ducks on the board. 
 Apparently I was wrong. I had no idea where he was going. 
 “Once upon a time, these two parent ducks are just minding their own business, 
quacking away at cars on the highway like they always do in the evening after a tough day of 
floating around and dunking their heads in the water. They’re just sitting there wishing that 
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they knew Latin like their son who was off at Quack State University. Q.S.U. for short.” Mr. 
Tracey wrote “Q.S.U.” on the board next to the littlest duck. 
  Now I really had no idea where he was going, but I wanted to find out. 
  “Now they hear this knock on their duck door and the daddy duck goes to answer it. 
When he looks out the door, he sees his son standing there with a big old sombrero.” Mr. 
Tracy drew a sombrero on the smallest duck. The sombrero looked a little deformed. He also 
put a mustache on the biggest duck. “That’s so you can tell who’s who,” he said. 
  “Anyway, the daddy duck says, ‘Hello, Son. What brings you home from Q.S.U., 
where you’re learning the greatest of languages?’ to which the son duck says, ‘I dropped out 
of school so I can live at home and wear sombreros all day.’ Well, the daddy duck isn’t 
pleased for two reasons. First, he always wanted to learn Latin but the grandpa duck, who got 
shot during hunting season a long time back, was more into Slavic languages and never let 
the dad duck study Latin, and second, the daddy duck doesn’t like sombreros because it 
makes him have flashbacks to the war, so he’s all like, ‘Oh, no you didn’t! There will be no 
sombreros in this house! You will take off that sombrero!’ and the son duck is all, ‘Whatever, 
dude! I love sombreros! I’m going to wear whatever I want! You’re not the boss of me!’ and 
the dad duck is like, ‘Not in my house, you son-of-a-drake!’ and they fight while the mommy 
duck is like, ‘Boys! Quit being so aggressive towards one another! You’ll molt!’ And the son 
duck the whole time is screaming, ‘I HATE LATIN, AND I HATE ALL OF YOU!’ while 
the dad duck is all, ‘I’m the pater familas! I AM THE PATER FAMILIAS! NO 
SOMBREROS!’”  
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  Mr. Tracy was literally yelling at the class at this point. His face was beet red, and 
almost everyone was laughing a little. I wondered what would happen if Mrs. Slaught, the 
principal, walked by. 
  “So they fight and feathers go everywhere. Anyway, the dad duck is killed or 
something by a bill to the throat. Maybe if you want to have the whole Oedipus thing going 
on, we could say that there was some prophesy that it was going to happen that way. I don’t 
know. Or if you’re squeamish about blood and you want a happy ending, you could have the 
dad realize that maybe sombreros are more awesome than everything in the world, and they 
all live happily ever after floating around speaking whatever languages they want. It’s 
whatever you want, I guess. Make it your story. There’s definitely a lot of room for character 
development.” 
  “Anyway,” Mr. Tracy said as the white slowly returned to his face, “that’s the story 
that I’d tell if I were to tell the story of Todd and Mr. Lemin, which is a story about 
relationships. That’s the thing. If you’re going to be inspired by true events, find the theme 
and go from there. Any questions?” 
  A voice came from the side. “Is everything all right in here?” Mrs. Grimy, the home 
economics teacher, was at the door. Mr. Tracy must have been awfully loud to have her come 
over from the room next door. Normally, she probably wouldn’t have been able to hear a 
plane crash into her house. 
  “Yeah, we’re good,” said Mr. Tracy. “Thanks.” Mrs. Grimy walked back to her room. 
  “Okay, we’d better have some quiet writing time now that I’m being reported as 
unstable and possibly dangerous, so I’m going to give you some time to work on this,” Mr. 
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Tracy said. “What I’d like is for you to write something true that isn’t true, if that makes any 
sense at all. Hopefully it does.” 
  He put on some classical music—which never seemed to fit his personality—and it 
wasn’t long before people were quietly writing in their notebooks. Some people stared out 
the window of course, but for the most part everyone was writing. 
 I started wondering how I could use the experience of killing the culls, which I still 
thought about an awful lot, and turn it into a story. I wasn’t sure what it was really about. 
Mercy killing? Pigs that no one wanted? Being a reject of society? Or was it a story about me 
always doing what I was told even if I didn’t want to? 
 I never actually started drafting anything, but I did quite a bit of brainstorming work 
to go along with my customary daydreaming, and the dismissal bell startled me when it rang. 
  As we packed up our things, Phil came up to my side. “Party time’s almost here,” he 
said. “Suppose she’s going to be there?” He discreetly pointed at Kelsey. 
  I pretended like I didn’t care. “How should I know?” I said. 
 “Oh, come on,” Phil said, “it’s obvious that you like her.
  68 
Ten 
 I watched out the kitchen window for the blue Ford LTD that Ron Peck had restored 
to it’s original 1979 condition. Dad had been out in the shop since I got home from the 
Whitford Site. I could see the blue glow of the plasma cutter flickering through the open 
door, and I didn’t want to disturb his work, so I left a note for him on the kitchen table that 
said I’d gone out. I hoped that the guys would get there soon. I wanted to jump in with them 
and leave before Dad could come out of the shop to investigate whose car pulled into the 
driveway. 
 I wasn’t afraid that he would make me stay home. I just didn’t want to explain who I 
was going out with. Dad didn’t have any problem with Phil, as Phil was the kind of guy who 
could get along with anybody. Sure, he got himself in trouble now and then at school, but 
because he was kind of a jolly fat guy, he could talk his way into people’s good graces. He 
would have made a great con man. 
 I was a little more worried about what Dad would think if he knew I was going out 
with Ron and Jeff, who pretty much fit the stereotype of the type of people that parents really 
didn’t want their kids associating with. Of course, it’s not that they were entirely bad people. 
They probably had some redeeming qualities. They just didn’t make those qualities obvious 
most of the time, and they didn’t come from the best families around. 
 Ron wasn’t nearly as spiteful as Jeff, at least, so he was tolerable. Jeff, on the other 
hand, was just kind of a jerk to everybody except for Ron and Phil, who grew up only a few 
blocks away from him. Unless you were either one of them, there was about a ninety percent 
chance that he was going to be a dick to you. If you were one of them, it was only about 
fifty-fifty. 
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 I had mostly tried to avoid Jeff throughout school, but because I was only a year 
younger and the school was so small, it wasn’t entirely successful. I think the only saving 
grace for me was that I was friends with Phil, and Phil made sure that Jeff didn’t do anything 
too terrible to me. The only real run-in I had with Jeff was in fourth grade, when we were 
playing touch football at recess—our grade versus fifth. Jeff tackled me and spit in my face 
after I intercepted one of his passes, but other than that and constantly cutting in front of me 
in the lunch line, he pretty much left me alone. 
 Todd wasn’t as lucky. He was friends with Phil too, but that didn’t save him from 
Jeff, who constantly hurled threats and insults despite the fact that Todd, being the fastest and 
most athletic kid in school, could have beaten him up any time he wanted to. That was the 
weird thing about Todd. It almost seemed like he let Jeff pick on him. He was one of the 
smartest and most athletically-gifted people I’d ever met, but he wouldn’t retaliate, even 
though Jeff had it coming. Todd just didn’t have it in him, except on the football field or the 
wrestling mat, where he turned into some sort of freak who was out to maim people. 
 So when Jeff called him names, Todd never reacted. He just let Jeff do his worst, and 
when it was over, he pretended like it never happened or simply laughed, which really ticked 
Jeff off. 
 Everyone, including parents, knew how Jeff acted. His slurs weren’t reserved just for 
Todd. During district wrestling, when Todd was wrestling a black kid from another school, 
Jeff actually got himself kicked out of the gymnasium for the stuff he was yelling after Todd 
pinned the kid.  
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 “That nigger just got pinned by a faggot!” was one of the more memorable quotes  
that echoed across the gym. Needless to say, our school didn’t win any sportsmanship 
awards. 
 So I didn’t want to have to explain to Dad that I was going to be hanging out with 
guys like this all night. In fact, part of me didn’t want to be hanging out with these guys 
either. But another part of me thought that Kelsey would be at the party, and when I saw the 
headlights coming down the road, I went outside. I wanted to get in the car and get out of 
there before my dad could leave the shop to see who had pulled in. 
 When the long blue car stopped in front of the house, Ron got out of the driver’s seat, 
and he pushed the seat forward to let me in the back with Phil. Jeff sat shotgun. I looked 
toward the shop just before I got in the car. The blue light of the plasma cutter continued to 
flicker through the open door, and I knew Dad hadn’t noticed the car pull in. 
 Ron turned the car around and drove slowly out of the driveway, turning south on the 
gravel road toward Oakland Mill, where we’d agreed to pick up Todd. Ron pulled two cans 
of beer from the case that sat between him and Jeff on the front seat. He handed one back to 
me and opened the other. He took a drink and set it between his legs as he drove. I looked at 
Phil. He had an open beer between his legs too. I assumed that Jeff had one too. 
 “Drink up, Eddie-boy,” said Phil, and we headed toward Oakland Mill, where Todd 
would be waiting for us. 
 Oakland Mill had once been a town right where Short Dick Creek, emptied into the 
Badger River, but the town had been abandoned long ago. It was about a mile south of my 
house and a half mile south of Todd’s. Now the area was simply a canoe access for people 
getting in and out of the river on weekends. All that remained where the town once stood was 
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a driveway down to a picnic area, where the Heller County Conservation Association had put 
up a few tables, which had to be replaced every few years because vandals kept throwing 
them in the river. 
 If you didn’t know any better, you’d think that it was only a canoe access, but if you 
went further back into the woods, you could find parts of rock foundations for buildings that 
had been there years before, buildings that were eventually replaced by cedar trees. And if 
you climbed the small hill, you could find a little cemetery up in the woods. It was 
surrounded by a rock wall that had fallen in places. There were only about ten gravestones—
small, white, limestone slabs weathered away so you could hardly read what they said 
anymore—and some of them had fallen over or were covered by new soil. Nobody had been 
buried there since the town had been abandoned, and only a few people seemed to know that 
the cemetery even existed. 
 Mom knew, though. She had shown it to me when I was a little kid, and just before 
she died she talked about possibly being buried there. But the trees were now too thick 
among the gravestones, and it would have been impossible to dig a grave unless someone 
were willing to dig by hand, which Mom didn’t want to pay for.  
 Dad said he’d do it, but Mom refused. She thought it was too morbid to have her 
husband dig her grave. 
 Instead of being buried in Oakland Mill, then, she was cremated, and we scattered 
most of her ashes in the creek like she asked us to, so she could float to the Badger River, 
then to the Des Moines, then the Mississippi, finally reaching salt water in the Gulf of 
Mexico, where she could catch a current and travel the globe. 
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 While that was nice, I kind of wished that she had been buried in Oakland Mill, 
though. It would have been nice if she had a gravesite I could visit. As it was, I didn’t really 
know where she was, and sometimes, when I wanted to talk to her, I didn’t want to talk to the 
blue and white urn that sat above the fireplace and held the few ashes that didn’t go into the 
creek. To me, Oakland Mill, with its deer and wild turkeys, seemed like a nicer place to be. 
 Most people didn’t even realize that Oakland Mill was once a town. They just thought 
it was a county park along the river, but because Todd and I could get there easily by just 
following Short Dick Creek past Todd’s house, we went there a lot when we were kids. It 
was a good place to fish and play in the water. On warm afternoons, once the bus had 
dropped me off, I’d hop on my bike and ride the well-worn path along the creek to Todd’s 
house, and from there we’d keep going to Oakland Mill, where we’d try to skip rocks all the 
way across the river, an art that Todd mastered long before I ever did.  
  The idea of it being a ghost town played on our imaginations to the point where one 
day we even rode our bikes the seven miles to the Winford library to find out more about 
Oakland Mill. Mr. Fairchild, the old librarian who looked like he might crumble into a pile of 
dust and blow away—whose age we conservatively estimated at one hundred and fifty—was 
glad to help us. He took us down to the library basement and showed us some old, yellow-
edged photos of the people who had lived in Oakland Mill. They all looked sad, with weird, 
glassy eyes. Mr. Fairchild even Xeroxed some old hand-written land deeds and court papers 
for us, which we couldn’t understand—we could hardly read the cursive, let alone figure out 
what the words meant—and we took them just to be nice. 
 But Todd and I hadn’t gone to Oakland Mill for a long time. We’d gotten too old for 
goofing on the river banks. Probably three summers had passed since we last explored 
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around the old town, and when Ron’s car pulled into the canoe access driveway and we saw 
Todd waiting for us on one of the picnic tables, he looked grown up and out of place. My 
memory of Todd at Oakland Mill was of a crooked-toothed, freckled kid who wore jeans 
with holes in the knees. His close-cropped, sun-bleached blonde hair made him look bald. 
Normally barefooted, his socks and shoes left behind on the bank, he’d stand ankle-deep in 
the water, letting the river rush over his feet as he scanned the bottom for flat rocks that make 
the best skippers. Now, the broad-shouldered, letterman-jacket-wearing seventeen-year-old 
that we saw sitting on the top of the picnic table didn’t fit my memory. He wore a red, 
button-down shirt and shiny, square-toed shoes. The skinny bald kid was replaced by a full 
grown man with his blonde hair combed neat and straight, parted on the left side. 
 “I know I said I’d be hiding in the woods so my parents couldn’t find me,” he said, 
“but I started wondering if you were coming at all.” It was about twenty-five after eight. We 
were ten minutes late. 
 “We’re here, aren’t we?” Ron said as he went around to the passenger side so he 
could ride in the passenger seat of his own car. “Get in. You’re driving.” 
 “Why am I driving?” Todd asked. 
 “We’ve been drinking, fag,” said Jeff, who got out of the passenger seat so he could 
get in behind the driver’s seat. He carried the case of beer with him and shooed me toward 
Phil. “You’re sitting bitch, Igor,” he said to me, and I slid to the middle of the backseat. 
 Once he got settled next to me, Jeff grabbed my knee with a slap. It wasn’t hard, and 
he gave me a smile, but beneath the camaraderie in the gesture, there seemed to be some 
intimidation. I don’t know. It might have just been my imagination. Either way, he made me 
a little nervous.  
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  “Ready to get blasted tonight, Igor?” he asked, shaking my knee. His face was red 
and his breath smelled of beer and cigarettes. I wondered how much he’d been drinking 
already. He hadn’t been at school; maybe he had started in the afternoon. 
 “Yeah,” I said, but in truth, I didn’t really want to be drinking. I didn’t want to act 
like an idiot if Kelsey was at the party. She didn’t seem like the type to get drunk and out of 
control, so I didn’t want to seem like that type either. 
 Jeff raised his beer, and I clinked my can against his. “Alright,” he said. “That’s the 
spirit.” Then he put the beer to his mouth, tilted his head back, and finished it off. He lowered 
the can and tossed it out the still-open driver’s door into the gravel parking lot. It just missed 
hitting Todd, who was about to get in the car. 
 Todd stepped away from the car, picked up the empty beer can and carried it over to 
one of the garbage barrels next to the picnic tables. 
 “Leave it,” yelled Jeff. “Let’s go. You don’t have to be such a fucking tree-hugger.” 
 Todd gave Jeff a silly smile when he got back to the car. “But Jeffy-boy, nobody likes 
a litterbug,” he said in a sing-song way. Then he got in the driver’s seat and shut the door. 
 “You’re such a fag,” Jeff said from behind him. 
 Todd ignored him and put Ron’s car into first gear. The motor revved as he got a feel 
for the clutch, and the car lurched forward down the Oakland Mill driveway and back out 
onto the road. 
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Eleven 
 Todd drove Ron Peck’s car down the gravel roads, and the white gauge of the back-lit 
speedometer bounced between thirty-five and forty miles per hour. Todd cruised in fourth 
gear, where the engine could almost idle. 
 Sitting in the middle of the cramped backseat, I held my beer can in my lap. 
Occasionally I took a sip, and the bitter taste made the corners of my mouth tighten. On my 
left, Jeff drank like he was in a hurry to get another beer from the box of unopened cans 
which sat between his feet. Phil, on my right, sat with his beer between his legs, which were 
spread wide and pushed against my legs. My knees touched, as Jeff didn’t allow me much 
room either. Phil drank occasionally and looked out at the night through the back passenger 
window. Ron did the same from the front passenger seat, and the five of us teenage boys 
crammed in the car were mostly silent, heading straight west on flat roads between two 
empty fields that the summer before had grown either corn or soybeans.  
  The corn hadn’t begun to come up yet, and the soybeans hadn’t been planted, and the 
bare, black soil that was exposed all around us made the night seem darker than it already 
was. Neither the moon nor stars shined thorough the clouds, and the only lights beside our 
own headlights came from cars running parallel to us on the interstate two miles south, yard 
lights that marked farmhouses scattered miles away in every direction, and the flashing red 
beacons of Galesburg’s water tower grain and elevator, both of which stood high above the 
faint orange glow cast by the town three miles ahead of us. 
 “When are we going to go to the party?” Phil asked. There was excitement in his 
voice. He took the last swig of his beer, leaned forward, and tapped the aluminum can on the 
window next to Ron’s ear. Ron rolled the passenger window down just enough for Phil to 
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drop the empty can out onto the gravel road. The cold spring air rushed into the car, 
drowning out the noise of the engine. 
 “Pretty soon,” Ron yelled over the sound of the open window. He rolled the window 
back up, but only part-way. He left the window cracked open about a half-inch. It whistled, 
and he rolled it down a little more. “Don’t want to be the first people there,” he said.  
 “Why not?” Phil asked. 
 “We don’t want to look like we’ve got nothing better to do,” Ron said. He pulled out 
a cigarette and placed it between his lips. 
 “But we don’t have anything better to do,” Phil said. 
 Ron lit his cigarette, and said, “Yeah, but they don’t know that.” 
  Jeff, on my left, reached into the case of beer, pulled one out and handed it across me 
to Phil, who tapped it three times on the top before pulling the tab. 
 He pulled another beer from the box and offered it to me. I didn’t take it.  
  “What’s the matter, Igor?” he asked. “Got a nipple on that thing?” 
 “Nah,” I said, “I’ve got to get up early tomorrow to take a trailer up to an auction for 
my dad, so he can buy some junk.” 
 “Why’s he do that anyway?” Phil asked. “The time it would take to cut it to scrap 
doesn’t seem worth it to me.” 
 “Me neither,” I said. “But he’s got a knack for it. He somehow knows which junk 
implements will bring a lot at the scrap yard and how much he can pay for them and turn a 
profit. Plus, it gives him something to do now—.”  
  I stopped. I didn’t want to say it. Now that my mom is dead.  
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 Nobody else wanted to finish my sentence either, and for a few awkward moments, 
the only sound came from the wind rushing through the barely open window out of which 
Ron flicked his cigarette ash. The car bounced through an uncontrolled gravel intersection, 
and we kept heading west across the flat, dark landscape toward Galesburg, the drinking 
town of the school district. 
  Sure, it looked just like any other small town in Iowa with its two churches, three 
bars, an all-purpose automotive shop, and a gas station next to the highway where middle-
aged men could gather each morning to have coffee and spread gossip. It looked just like 
Anytown, U.S.A., in the light of day, but by nightfall it became clear that of the all the 
businesses, the bars were most successful. At least two of the three could be found open on 
any given night, including Sundays and holidays, and when one was closed, it was usually 
because the owners were drinking next door. Cars and pickups lined Main Street, and people 
could be seen stumbling back and forth from one establishment to the next.  
 “Why are we here?” I asked as we pulled into the alley behind Papa Charlie’s, the 
rowdiest of the three bars. 
 “We need more beer,” Ron said. “Hold on.” He got out of the car and went in the 
back door of the bar. We sat in silence, waiting for Ron and holding our beer cans low in 
case any cops were out, as they usually were. Ron came back out about two minutes later and 
got back in the passenger seat. 
 He didn’t have any beer with him. 
 “So?” Phil asked. “Now what?” 
 “Just hold your butt,” Ron said.  
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 We sat for about a minute before Ron’s older brother Lawrence came out carrying a 
case of beer and a six-pack of wine coolers. 
 “Fifty bucks,” Lawrence said as he handed the alcohol in the window. 
 “Fifty bucks?” Ron said. “Quit being such a Jew.” 
 “Fine,” Lawrence said. “I’ll take it back in and tell Shirley and them that I’ve decided 
not to buy alcohol for my underage brother, who’s driving around with a bunch of punk 
teenagers who already got open containers in the car.” 
 “Well, don’t do that. She’ll call the cops,” Ron said. Then he turned to the rest of us 
in the car. “Who’s got cash?” 
 Everybody but Todd, who wasn’t drinking, handed some money to Ron. All I had 
was a twenty, and when I handed it forward, I expected to get some change back, but  when 
everything was even between Ron and Lawrence, Ron pocketed the change, and my wallet 
remained empty. 
 “Have fun tonight, guys,” Lawrence said, “and if anybody asks, you just found this by 
the side of the road.” 
 We drove around Galesburg for a while, but with its population of around five 
hundred, it didn’t take us long to cover the entire town, so we went back to the gravel roads 
and headed east.  
 The quickest way to the party would have been to go north from Galesburg and turn 
right on Old Stagecoach Road, which curved along the river and entered Daleville on the 
west edge, but because we were drinking, we stayed on the gravel roads and just went in the 
general direction of the party. 
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 I knew the area well enough, but after a couple of beers, the alcohol had begun to 
numb my sense of direction and attention span, and I was surprised when we drove past the 
Whitford Site, where I worked. 
 “There are my pigs,” I announced in a voice that was surprisingly loud. “The other 
day I had to kill some of them.” 
 “How?” Phil asked. “Did you cut their heads off with a sword? Throw them off a 
cliff? Electrocute them?” 
 “No, I cracked their skulls,” I said. All of a sudden I wished I hadn’t brought it up. 
 “With what?” Phil asked. “Sledgehammer? Tire iron? A tank?” Phil laughed.  
 “Actually,” I said “I used my bare hands and a cement wall.” 
 “And the cold precision of a heartless killer?” Phil asked. He laughed some more. 
“Jesus, Edgar, you’re a regular assassin. Did you yell ‘Sic semper tyrannis’ right before you 
did it?” 
 “What’s that mean?” asked Jeff. 
 “I don’t know,” said Phil, “but it’s what that guy who killed Lincoln yelled. 
 “Lee Harvey Oswald?” Jeff asked. 
 “No,” said Ron. “He killed Kennedy. John Wilkes Booth killed Lincoln. Get your 
history straight.” Ron turned to Todd. “You’re the smart one. What does that mean, what Phil 
just said?” 
 “Sic semper tyrannis?” Todd asked. 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Thus always to tyrants,” said Todd. “Supposedly it’s what Brutus said when he 
killed Julius Caesar too. It’s also the motto for the state of Virginia.” 
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 “How do you know all that stuff?” Ron asked. 
 “I read it somewhere,” Todd said. 
 “Reading’s for losers and faggots,” Jeff said. “Beer, on the other hand, is for 
champions. So, Todd, you are a loser and a homo. And the rest of us are champs. And this 
champ needs to take a piss.” 
 Todd slowed the car to a stop, and Ron, Phil, and Jeff got out to pee on the gravel 
road. I stayed in the car with Todd. 
 Phil was singing something, but from inside, I couldn’t make out the words. Todd sat 
in the front seat and waited for Jeff to come back so he could let him back into his spot 
behind the driver’s seat. 
 Todd sighed, then spoke. “What are we doing?” he asked. 
 “Driving around,” I said. 
 “That’s not what I mean,” he said. “I mean, there’s got to be better things to do than 
hanging out with these idiots.” 
 He paused, but it didn’t seem like it was my turn to speak. “It’s not like they can 
really be considered good friends,” he continued. “If we hadn’t grown up with them—like if 
we went to a bigger school or something—would we really be in this car right now while 
these clowns write their names in the road with pee?” 
 I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to think about it, and I was glad when Jeff 
knocked on the window so Todd would let him back in because it meant I didn’t have to 
reply. 
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 Jeff climbed in next to me and gave me a half-drunk smile. “Who shit in your salad?” 
he asked. “You look like you could use another beer.” He reached into the case between his 
legs as Phil and Ron climbed in on the passenger side and called out, “Who needs one?” 
 He turned to me and put the shiny can in front of me. “Igor?” he asked. 
 I could feel Todd watching me through the rearview mirror, but I avoided his stare as 
I took the beer from Jeff. “Yeah, give me that,” I said. 
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Twelve 
 As we approached Daleville, the scenery began to change. The empty fields beside us 
were gradually replaced by wooded groves, and the straight, flat roads began to turn and dip. 
Soon we were headed downhill into the river valley, where the party awaited, and I began to 
get the feeling of butterflies in my stomach, not from the turns in the road, but because I was 
hopeful that Kelsey Patterson would be at the party.  
 We drove slowly past Cindy Banks’s house, all of us with our heads craned to the 
right in order to verify that there actually was a party going on, that it wasn’t just some 
elaborate hoax designed to make fools out of party-crashers like ourselves. There didn’t seem 
to be any sign of a party at all. No cars were parked near the house. No one smoked outside 
on the porch. No one stood in the yard or peed on a tree. The light coming from the living 
room, which we couldn’t see very well through the curtains, was the only sign that the house 
was inhabited at all. 
 “They’re probably all inside,” said Phil. “Let’s go up.” 
 “Are you sure there’s a party here tonight?” I asked no one in particular. 
 “Yes,” said Ron, “there’s definitely a party going on. I can smell it.” 
 “Call somebody,” I said. 
 “You do it,” Ron said. 
 “I would,” I said, “but I lost my phone.” It wasn’t completely a lie. It’s true that I 
would have called somebody. I just didn’t actually lose my cell phone. Instead, we had it 
disconnected to save money. What these guys didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them, though. 
 “How’d you lose it?” Phil asked. 
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 “I dropped it through the slats at the hog confinement. It fell in the pit.” It was a good 
lie because there was no way that it could come back to haunt me. No one was going to 
check the manure pit for an old cell phone. 
 “I’ll call Cindy,” Ron said, changing the subject. “She digs my chili.” 
 “She digs your chili?” Todd asked. “What does that even mean?” 
 “I heard that on a show the other day,” Ron said. “Pretty good, huh?” 
 “That’s retarded,” Jeff said. 
 “I like it,” Ron said. “I think I’m going to use it more often.” 
 “Whatever,” Jeff said. 
 Ron got on the phone and called Cindy Banks and found out that, yes, her parents 
were in Pennsylvania until Monday and there was a party at her house. She must have asked 
who was with him because Ron said, “Me, Phil, and Jeff.” Then he added, almost as an 
afterthought, “Todd and Edgar too,” like we were bench-warmers or something. 
  After he was off the phone, Ron told Todd to drive down to the park. “She doesn’t 
want cars all around her house,” he said. “She said the neighbors will get suspicious and call 
the cops.” 
 Despite the fact that it was already nighttime and no children were climbing on the 
playground equipment, several cars sat along the street next to the park, and after shoving the 
remaining unopened cans from the first case of beer into our coat pockets, we began the short 
walk back to Cindy’s house. It was only a couple of blocks, but it seemed like it took forever 
because we were carrying the illegal alcohol. Jeff didn’t seem concerned, though. He carried 
the beer proudly, like it was normal for a teenager to be carrying a case of Coor’s Light in 
one hand while sipping on an open Bud Light from another as he walked down the center of 
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the street. Ron carried the wine coolers, but he was more discreet about it. He carried the six-
pack like a football cradled in his arm and draped his black jacket over it. It was obvious that 
he was hiding something, but if someone were to look out a window, the bulge on Ron’s arm 
wouldn’t announce, “Underage drinking, everyone!” like the bold way that Jeff carried the 
shiny, silver box screamed it. 
 Ron and Phil went up to the house first. Jeff was in the middle, now carrying the beer 
above his head like it was a trophy he’d just won, and Todd and I followed. I was nervous. I 
didn’t usually go to parties—they’re easy to skip when you’re not invited—and I didn’t 
really feel that comfortable crashing this one either. The only saving grace was that Kelsey 
might be there. 
 Before anyone knocked on the door, Ron gave each of us a wine cooler for our 
pocket. 
 “These,” he said, “are for giving to girls. If you see a girl carrying one of these 
around, then you can’t hit on her because she’s already been claimed by somebody else. We 
all get one.” 
 Claimed? I thought. 
 “But there are six of them and five of us,” Phil said.  
 Ron looked at the six-pack and at us. He shrugged. “Then I get two.” 
 “Why to you get two?” Phil said. 
 “Because I just made up the game,” Ron said, and he rang the doorbell. 
 “No,” Phil said, “Then I’m not following the rules. I’m going to bone every chick that 
I see holding a red wine cooler. I’m going to bone them so much you don’t even know.” 
 “Either follow the rule or give it back.” 
  85 
 “Whatever! Then you’ll have three.” 
 “Phil,” Ron said, trying to sound authoritative. “Give it here.” He reached for the 
wine cooler in Phil’s hand.  
  Phil backed away and stuck the bottle in his back pocket. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll play by 
the rules. It’s still a stupid game, though.” 
 When Cindy opened the door, it looked like she’d been drinking by herself or 
something. There was no one else around, her eyes were bloodshot, and she stumbled a little 
and laughed after she opened the door. 
 “Hey, guys. Come on in,” she said. “Party’s downstairs,” she added before anyone 
could ask where all the guests were. 
 “Want a wine cooler?” Ron asked, turning to wink at us after she took it. Phil shook 
his head and laughed. 
 Cindy looked at it suspiciously. “What’d you do to it?” she asked. 
 “Nothing. I swear.” 
 “Why’d Phil laugh?” 
 “He’s an idiot,” Ron said. “Look, it’s still sealed. I promise, there’s nothing wrong 
with it.”  
 
 My eyes had trouble adjusting to the dark as we walked down the stairs into the noise. 
Snippets of conversation and laughter drifted up to us from the basement that Cindy’s dad 
had turned into a fully functional pub. About twenty people were in the room—some I knew, 
some I didn’t. Several people stood holding drinks while others sat on stools while they 
talked at raised, round tables. A few more sat at the bar running the length of the wall. A pool 
  86 
table took up the center of the room, and one girl whom I’d seen before but didn’t know—
she didn’t go to our school—was currently competing with the nine ball near the corner 
pocket for the attention of a guy wearing a Des Moines letterman’s jacket. He’d sure come a 
long way to go to a party in the middle of nowhere. 
 A few sophomore guys from school watched three girls throw darts along the back 
wall. The guys were telling them how to record their scores on the slate tablet hanging next 
to the round, cork board, and they kept giving them conflicting information about how to 
play cricket.  
  “You can’t score points until all of your numbers are closed out,” one said 
incorrectly. 
  “No,” another argued, “you start counting points at the beginning.” 
 The girls who were playing didn’t seem to care. A drunk redhead threw a dart that 
barely missed hitting one of the guys in the back of the head. 
 We did a lap around the basement, and at one point I thought I smelled what I thought 
might be marijuana, but not knowing for sure, I said nothing to Ron, Phil, and Jeff, who 
stopped to talk to some people that I didn’t know. Todd kept walking, and I followed him out 
the sliding door of the walk-out basement to the backyard, which was more quiet than inside. 
 Outside, two guys and a girl who had graduated the year before and now went to the 
University of Iowa sat around a glass table on beige and white patio chairs, smoking 
cigarettes and discussing politics. The fat guy wore a beret, which seemed a little out of 
place, and the girl slouched in her chair with her boots up on the table, letting her flowery 
skirt fall to the patio floor. She pretended like she’d rather be anywhere but there and her 
tone was filled with contempt. I pretended to listen to their conversation for a little while, but 
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I didn’t know what they were talking about, and just before I was about to ask Todd whether 
he wanted to go back inside, he said something to them about the fallacy of supply-side 
economics, to which the college students nodded their heads, seeming confused about 
whether they actually agreed or not.  
 “That’s a really good point,” the fat beret guy said. “I guess I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 I left Todd to his political discussion and went back inside. I hadn’t seen Kelsey yet, 
and I was curious whether she was around. 
 I didn’t know where Ron, Phil, and Jeff were, and I scanned the room for them with 
no success. I didn’t really want to stand around by myself all night, so I scanned the room 
again, slower this time. I still couldn’t see them, which left me in a quandary. I had just come 
inside, and if I went back out again, I’d look even more pathetic than if I stood inside by 
myself. My only hope was that Todd would get bored by the economics discussion outside 
and come join me so I wouldn’t look like such a chump standing all by myself. 
 I glanced quickly back out the sliding door to see Todd pull up a chair with the 
university students, and I decided that waiting for him might take a while. The best bet was at 
the bar, where a few empty stools remained. The only problem was that two scrawny 
freshmen, Jacob Banks and his obnoxious best friend Carl Meekler, were behind the bar 
flipping through a booklet entitled Bartending Basics: Expanded Recipe Edition. I didn’t 
really feel like being their guinea pig, but my options were slim. I didn’t want to barge into 
any of the small conversations going on at other tables or play pool with the guy from Des 
Moines, and the two girls at the dartboard already had three guys competing for their 
attention. Unfortunately, the bar looked like my only hope. 
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 Carl saw me coming, and before I even sat down, he asked whether he could mix me 
a “flaming d.p.” to which I politely declined. I was curious, though, and I had no one else to 
talk to, so I asked, “What’s that?” 
 “It’s supposed to taste like Dr. Pepper,” he said, “and you light it on fire before you 
drink it.” 
 “Do you at least blow it out first?” I asked. “Or do you drink the flames?” 
 “I don’t know,” he said, looking closely at the recipe. “It doesn’t say.” 
 He turned to Jacob, who shrugged his shoulders and looked at the recipe. “Here it is,” 
said Jacob. “You drop it in a glass of beer and chug it. Let’s try it.” 
 “You guys can,” I said. “I’ll pass.” I decided that I’d stick with beer, two cans of 
which I still had in my coat pocket. I pulled one out and opened it. 
 They began to measure the liquor from behind the bar into two shot glasses. They 
looked like two chemists measuring out sulfuric acid in a test tube.  
 “That’s too much,” said Carl. “Pour some back in.” 
 Jacob tried to pour some of the liquor back in the bottle, but most of it spilled down 
the side and onto the bar. They tried again, and after pouring back and forth among the shot 
glasses and the bottle, they got the level of booze in the two shot glasses even. 
 “Now we add this so it’ll burn,” said Jacob, studying the recipe. “Get the glasses of 
beer ready.” 
 Carl poured two glasses half-full with beer while Jacob added the high-proof rum.  
 “Ready?” Jacob said, looking somewhat unsure of himself once everything was set 
up. 
 Carl nodded. “I want to light my own.” 
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 They each lit their shot glasses—which momentarily glowed with a blue flame on 
top—before dropping them in the glasses of beer, extinguishing the flames. Then they 
chugged the drinks. Carl finished his first and slammed the glass on the bar.  
 “Aw, man,” he said, “that tasted just like Dr. Pepper!” 
 Jacob exhaled and wiped the foam from the beer off of his mouth. “Let’s do another 
one!” 
 I looked around for any sign of my friends. Todd was still outside talking, but I had 
no idea where Phil, Ron, and Jeff could have been. Maybe they had gone upstairs or 
something. 
 Cindy approached the bar with her friend Teresa Miller and said to Jacob, “Are you 
lighting drinks on Dad’s bar, you little shit?” 
 “Yeah,” Jacob said. “They’re really good. You gotta try one.” 
 “You better not burn down the fricking house,” she said, and despite her initial 
reservations about her little brother lighting alcohol on fire, it wasn’t long before she and 
Teresa were at the bar being educated by two fifteen-year-olds about how to drink the 
flaming drinks that were in front of them. 
 The blue flame drew party-goers toward the bar, and more people began crowding 
around to see what was going on. Soon, enough people stood close to the bar that I began to 
get claustrophobic. Sitting in the stool, I was only up to everyone else’s shoulders, and my 
view of the blue flames was blocked by other people. The guy from Des Moines tried to 
squeeze in next to me, and my stool was nudged off to the right about a foot, which was 
enough to make me want to leave the crowd. Anyway, I’d already seen the show, which 
wasn’t enough of a show to persuade me to withstand the wayward elbows of people who 
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weren’t paying attention to where they were going, so I got off the stool and fought my way 
through the crowd and away from the bar. 
 “Pardon me,” I said to no one in particular. No one seemed to mind, though, and I 
pushed my way to get away. I didn’t remember this many people being at the party in the 
first place. 
  Finally, I emerged from the crowd of people, and I saw her.  
  Kelsey Patterson had just come down the stairs into the party. 
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Thirteen 
 She stood alone in the dim light and faced me, but she looked over my shoulder at the 
crowd that had gathered at the bar. 
 “What’s going on over there?” she asked, peeking around my head. 
 There was no “Hi, Edgar,” or, “Oh, Edgar, how I’ve missed you. I know I last saw 
you in school just this afternoon, but it’s seemed like an eternity since.” Instead, her attention 
immediately turned to the scene that I had just left.  
 “Jacob Banks and Carl Meekler are starting shots on fire,” I said, wishing I could 
think of some kind of clever commentary. 
 “Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 “Probably,” I said. 
 I expected her to say, “Okay, see you later,” and walk right past me to join the large 
group at the bar, but she didn’t. She stopped craning her neck to see around me and she just 
faced me like she actually wanted to have a conversation. I searched my mind for something 
to say, and I put my hand in my coat pocket, finding the wine cooler, which I had been 
saving. 
 “Would you like something to drink?” I asked, offering her the wine cooler. 
 “No thanks,” she said. “I’ve already got one.” She pulled an unopened bottle from her 
back pocket. It was the identical bright red as the one in my hand. 
 I’d been had. Probably that creep Jeff, I thought. 
 “Who did you get that from?” I asked. 
 “Jeff,” she said and sighed. “I came down here to get away from him.” 
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  We shared an uncomfortable silence for a second, and she added, “Why did I ever go 
out with him? What was I thinking?” 
 I didn’t think that she actually wanted an answer to the questions, so I just nodded. 
“Don’t worry,” I finally said, “you’ll find someone better.” 
 “I hope so,” she said. She looked in the direction of the bar like maybe someone 
better was right over there, and she waved at Cindy and Teresa. “Hey, I’m going to go 
mingle. Are you going to be here for a while?” 
 “Yeah!” I said, probably a little too enthusiastically. Then, trying to make my voice 
more casual, I added, “I mean, I’ll be around.” I pointed around the room and at the sliding 
patio door to indicate that my general presence at the party would continue but I wasn’t just 
going to wait in that one spot for her to return, even though I probably would have if she 
asked me to. 
 “Okay,” Kelsey said, “maybe I’ll talk with you later.” 
 She walked toward the group at the bar and joined Cindy Banks and Teresa Miller. I 
turned to the sliding door to rejoin Todd outside, but Jeff, who had come downstairs again, 
presumably to follow Kelsey, cut me off and stood in front of me.  
 “She’s mine, Igor,” he said. I wondered how long he’d been watching. Had he seen 
me try to offer her the wine cooler? 
 “Don’t worry,” I said, “It was nothing.” I walked past him toward the door. I wanted 
to get away from him. 
 He grabbed my shoulder and turned me around. “Keep away from her, you little shit,” 
he said. “I’m warning you.” 
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 Suddenly, I didn’t care about what he thought. Maybe it was an effect of the alcohol 
on me or a fight-or-flight response—I didn’t know. All I knew was that I wasn’t going to let 
him tell me what to do. “Or what?” I asked, standing up to him. “What are you going to do?” 
 Jeff laughed. “Are you kidding me?” 
 “No, I’m not,” I said, taking a step closer to him. “What are you going to do?” I stood 
my ground. I could feel my hands shaking, and I remembered that I was still holding my beer 
and the wine cooler. 
 He didn’t say anything. His smile slowly turned into a sneer, and he dropped the beer 
from his hand. Both of his fists shot out simultaneously and punched me in the chest—hard. I 
stumbled backwards, dropping the beer, the back of my hip catching the corner of the pool 
table, and I fell to the floor. The wine cooler flew from my hand and exploded on the tile 
next to me, spraying me with pink fizz. 
 I turned to my back to looked up at Jeff, whom I almost expected to be on top of me, 
finishing me off, but he hadn’t moved since the two-fist punch. He just stood above me, 
laughing, as I struggled for breath. He had knocked the wind out of me, and I lay on the floor 
gasping in a red puddle. 
 Suddenly, I heard a “WHOOSH” noise and several people screamed. Jeff turned to 
look in the direction from which the sounds had come. The smile on his face turned to panic, 
and he turned to run, leaving me on the floor beside the pool table. 
 I pulled myself up from the slippery floor by the rail of the pool table, and when I got 
to my knees and peeked over the table, I saw what had caused the commotion.  
 “FIRE!” someone yelled, and I remembered Jacob and Carl and their flaming drinks. 
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  The top of the bar was entirely covered by flames. People ran through the sliding door 
as quickly as they could—two, three at a time—while more pushed and shoved in order to 
get closer to safety. 
 By the time I was able get to my feet and catch my breath, nearly everyone else was 
outside, except for a few people trying to extinguish the fire by pouring beer on it. I wanted 
to flee too, but I wondered about the freshmen, Jacob and Carl, whom I didn’t see in the mass 
exodus or among the few who were fighting the fire. Were they behind the bar when it went 
up in flames? Had they gotten out okay? 
 I ran toward the fire, but when I got there, I didn’t really know what to do. I didn’t 
have anything to fight the flames, which were beginning to creep up the wall and lick at the 
ceiling, but the guy from Des Moines was using his letter jacket to beat at the fire, and now I 
could hear why he and two others hadn’t abandoned the cause.  
  Jacob and Carl were on the floor behind the bar, yelling for help.  
  “Crawl around the bar!” the Des Moines guy yelled. “Over here!” He beat at the 
flames next to the opening at the end of the bar.  
  The other two guys who hadn’t run off—both sophomores who had before been 
telling girls how to play darts—also had their jackets off, swinging at the flames in the only 
spot that could be Jacob and Carl’s escape route. I followed their lead and took off my own 
jacket, which was soaked with wine cooler anyway, and helped. At the end of the bar, where 
we beat at the flames, the fire began to subside, but in others where it was given no attention, 
it spread rapidly, filling the basement with an orange glow. 
 Along the floor, a hand reached through the opening where we’d been putting out the 
fire. I grabbed it and pulled Carl, on his belly, out from behind the bar. I helped him to his 
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feet, pulled him close around his shoulders with my right arm, covered our mouths and noses 
with my wet jacket in my left, and guided him toward the door. When we got out the door, to 
safety, I looked back through the smoke, and I watched the other three guys—backlit by a 
bright orange—help Jacob Banks toward the door. 
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Fourteen 
 By the time everyone was safely out, the fire department had been called. Some of us 
stood across the street and watched the fire begin to consume the house while others—
including Jeff, Phil, and Ron, whose eight-cylinder Ford LTD could be heard accelerating out 
of town—fled before the cops could show up. 
 When I realized that they left Daleville without me and Todd, I worried that I’d have 
no way of getting home and would probably get in trouble, but then I looked over at Cindy 
and Jacob Banks, who could do nothing except hold hands and watch helpless as their house 
burned, and I felt ashamed for worrying about myself.  
   Cindy wept openly, screaming, “Oh, God, no!” repeatedly, her other words rendered 
incoherent by sobbing, while her little brother, who now looked small and vulnerable in front 
of the burning house, just watched through the front windows as the flames climbed up from 
the basement and filled the main floor. 
 Jacob didn’t cover his face or look away like his sister did. He wasn’t crying, or if he 
was, I couldn’t see it. He simply stared forward, as if he were recording the details in his 
mind—the heat radiating from the house, the acrid smell of smoke wafting through the night 
air, the sounds: windows breaking, air rushing in and out with the fire’s every breath, the 
house settling with cracks and groans as fire ate the beams, joists, and floorboards—while the 
house that he had lived in for fourteen years, his entire life, was destroyed.  
  Jacob looked small, a child silhouetted against the burning house. 
  The group of teenagers huddled around Cindy and Jacob to give ineffectual words of 
consolation, and one by one, Daleville neighbors, coming from their houses to find out what 
had happened, joined the crowd. 
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 “Oh, my God,” someone said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 “I wish there was something we could do,” another added. 
  “At least everyone is safe.” 
 Then Jacob Banks, the fourteen-year-old who, like the rest of us, had been playing 
grown-up, showed his emotions. He wiped away a tear, sniffled, and lowered his head, 
looking away from the burning house. 
 “Softy,” he said to his sister a hushed tone. “Softy is still in there.” 
 Cindy wrapped her arms around Jacob, and his shoulders began to shake in silent 
sobs. 
 “Who’s Softy?” an older woman in the crowd asked. 
 Jacob said nothing. His face buried in his sister, he continued to cry, but Cindy, 
holding her brother’s head against her shoulders, looked at the woman with sad eyes and 
said, “His teddy bear.” 
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Fifteen 
 Not much could be done to save the house. The volunteer fire departments from four 
towns sprayed water on it through the night so it wouldn’t collapse completely, but for the 
most part, it was destroyed. 
 Of all the teenagers who had been at the party, only ten of us remained to tell the cops 
what happened: Cindy and Jacob Banks; their best friends Teresa Miller and Carl Meekler; 
Kelsey Patterson; Todd Groves; the two sophomores, Tyler Falk and Jed Gebel, who helped 
pull out Carl and Jacob; Chet McGlynn, the guy from Des Moines who lost his letter jacket 
trying to fight the flames; and me. The rest had all taken off. 
 Now the place was filled with adults. People from the community milled about, some 
trying to help, others just watching the scene. Cindy and Jacob sat in their aunt and uncle’s 
minivan, while their Aunt Patty stood outside talking on the phone, telling their parents in 
Pennsylvania what had happened to the house. 
  “The kids are fine,” she said, followed by a pause, after which she added in an 
annoyed tone, “It’s just stuff, Pete. It can be replaced. You should thank God that your kids 
weren’t killed.” 
 EMTs checked people for injuries in the back of the ambulance. Firemen and cops 
busily moved about. 
  Officer Tony Peck, about ten years older than me and, coincidentally, Ron’s first 
cousin, asked me into his cruiser so he could hear my version of events. I sat in the passenger 
seat and told him everything I could remember while he scribbled with a short, dull pencil in 
a skinny red notebook with only a handful of blank pages left. I told him about the flaming 
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shots and the bartending booklet. I told him how I got up to leave when it got too crowded. I 
even told him how Jeff Kessler shoved me to the floor so I didn’t actually see the fire start. 
 “Jeff Kessler was here?” Officer Peck asked. “He’s not here now.” 
 “A lot of people left.” 
  “Who else left?” 
 “I don’t know them all,” I said, “but I came with Jeff, Phil Draeger, and Ron Peck.”  
 Officer Peck stopped writing in his notebook. 
“And Todd Groves,” I added, pointing at Todd out the window, “but he’s still here.” 
 “Ronnie was here?” Officer Peck looked mad for a second. 
 “Yeah,” I said. “Todd drove his car here. I don’t know which one drove back.” I 
wondered if I should feel bad about ratting out the other guys because I certainly didn’t. It 
almost felt good, especially when I watched him write their names in his notebook. 
 “What happened next?” he asked. 
 Then I told him about how I helped Jed, Tyler, and Chet pull Carl and Jacob from 
behind the bar. 
 Officer Peck nodded and wrote all of it down. He seemed impressed, like we were 
heroes or something, but I didn’t feel like a hero. I felt like it was partly my fault, like I 
should have done something to stop them when they started making those shots. 
 “Okay,” he said, “I think that’s all I need right now. If I need anything else, I’ll give 
you a call.” 
 I opened the door to get out of the police cruiser, but he said, “Hold on, Edgar,” 
before I could shut it. “How are you getting home?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
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 “Well, if you need a ride,” he said, “let me know. I’ll drop you off.” 
 “Thanks.” 
 The police didn’t give us tickets for possession of alcohol or anything, but they didn’t 
rule it out either. They said they had to compare notes before they could figure out what 
really happened, but we should expect some sort of follow-up. 
 Todd’s parents came to get us. I expected them to be mad at Todd for sneaking out 
when he was grounded, but they weren’t. As soon as they pulled up, they jumped out of the 
car and ran over to Todd to wrap their arms around him in a double hug. Irene cried and 
kissed Todd’s forehead. Tom wrapped his long, muscular arms around both his wife and his 
son, and while I watched Todd’s parents embrace him, I became acutely aware that no one 
would do the same for me. 
 I turned away and pretended to look at the house. 
 After what seemed like a long time, Todd came over and said, “You ready?” 
 The smoke had made my eyes watery, and I rubbed at them. 
 “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 “Yeah,” I said. “It’s just smoke.” 
 Then Todd did something he had never done before. He pulled me by the shoulders 
and hugged me. 
 
 My dad was on the phone in the kitchen when I walked in the door. 
 “Yeah,” he said, “he just came in.” He looked at me. He didn’t look mad, but he sure 
didn’t look happy. “Thanks, Peck. I’ll talk to you later.” 
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 He hung up the phone and looked down at the vinyl floor. He pushed a purple raisin 
with his bare foot while he leaned against the counter. 
 I didn’t want to start the conversation, so I waited for him to speak. 
 He didn’t. 
 Sounds from the TV came from the other room. I could hear applause from an 
infomercial. The clock on the wall ticked. It was close to one o’clock, and I guessed that Dad 
had probably fallen asleep in his recliner. 
  “Edgar,” he said finally, “I don’t know what to say here.” His voice gained intensity. 
“What in the hell were you doing there?” 
 “Dad, I’m sorry.” 
 He raised his hand to stop me. “If your mom was still around, she’d know how to 
handle this, but—” He rubbed his forehead with his hand and covered his eyes. “Jesus, 
Edgar. What were you thinking?” 
 “I’m sorry, Dad.” 
 He looked up at me. His eyes were red. “Just go to bed,” he said softly. “We’ll talk in 
the morning.” 
 He kicked the raisin, and it slid under the refrigerator. 
 “And speaking of morning,” his voice had regained its usual strength, “set your alarm 
for 5:30. I’ve got plenty of chores for you.” 
 He walked out of the kitchen and into the living room. I stood there for a while before 
heading toward my room. 
 As I walked past the living room to go up the stairs, the infomercial audience “ooh”ed 
and “ahh”ed. It must have been a pretty impressive product that was being sold. But I bet 
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Dad wasn’t even watching the television set. I bet he was looking at Mom’s picture on the 
top of it. 
 
 I didn’t sleep well. I lay in bed for most of the night wondering what my punishment 
was going to be for going to the party. I wondered how Kelsey’s parents reacted. Had they 
reacted like Todd’s, or had they reacted like my dad? Mostly, though, I wondered what 
Cindy’s family was going to do. 
  So all night, my mind raced, and I lay there. 
 Around three, I finally got some sleep, but it wasn’t restful. 
  I had a weird nightmare. 
  I dreamed that there were a bunch of kids in a classroom. Some were little kids. Some 
were high schoolers. I was there. So were Todd’s third graders, still playing the raise-your-
hand-if-you-like-something game. Along with the students, though, there were some small 
pig pens where there should have been desks. The pigs and the students made nice, neat 
rows. Mr. Tracy was the teacher. 
Soothing classical music played in the background, but everyone in the classroom 
was tense. Something scary was in the back of the room, and we all kept our eyes forward to 
ignore it. 
But every once in a while, someone would get out of line. A pig would squeal or get 
out of its pen. Or a kid would talk out of turn or cough. If that happened, Mr. Tracy would 
grab the pig or the kid by a leg and carry him or her or it upside-down to the back of the 
room. Everyone sat facing forward. We didn’t dare look. 
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There’d be a crack and an echo, sometimes a squeal or scream or both, and then Mr. 
Tracy would come back to the front of the class, wipe his hands, and continue teaching like 
nothing had happened. Now there’d be an empty desk or pen, but a new student or pig would 
come in the door and fill the empty spot in the classroom. 
I wanted to turn around and look at the back of the room. I knew what was back there, 
and I needed to look just to verify that it was what I feared. I knew, and I couldn’t pay 
attention to anything else, and I started to panic because it felt like whatever was back there 
was creeping up on me, and I couldn’t think of anything else. 
And soon everyone was looking at me. 
“Todd,” Mr. Tracy said, “I asked you a question.” 
The stares became more intense. I was hot, and I felt myself sweating. 
“Todd,” Mr. Tracy said, “what is the answer? And is that a fucking sandwich on your 
desk?” 
He began walking down the aisle toward me. 
I panicked, and I jumped out of my desk. I turned around to run away from him, and 
that’s when I saw what was in the back of the room. 
There were bloody kids and pigs in a pile next to a cement wall. The wall had a dark 
red spot on it where the skulls had been cracked. Blood trickled through a slat floor into the 
pit below, which was filled with fire instead of manure. 
“Todd,” Mr. Tracy said, “don’t look back there. Ignore it.” 
I could hear his slow footsteps come toward me on the creaky wood floor of the 
classroom. 
I had nowhere to go. 
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“Todd,” he said. “Ignore that.” 
I’m not Todd, I thought. I’m not Todd! I’m Edgar! I’m Edgar! Aren’t I? But no words 
came out. I couldn’t talk. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. 
“Now, Edgar!” Mr. Tracy yelled. “Destroy the cull!” 
And then I saw myself—a different self—standing next to the blood stain on the wall. 
I was wearing blue coveralls and clear plastic boots. I stood staring at me—at the me who 
was now Todd—and my other self took a step toward me, and in a quick motion, grabbed my 
leg and pulled it out from under me. He—I—picked me up. I squirmed, which had no effect, 
and dangled upside down. 
When I started swinging toward the cement wall, I took one last look at the pile, and 
it was impossible to distinguish the children from the pigs. 
I woke up just as I landed on the floor of my bedroom. 
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Sixteen 
 When my alarm went off at 5:30, I wanted to lie in bed longer. I’d only gotten a 
couple hours of sleep. But I didn’t want to get in any more trouble either, so I dressed as 
quickly as I could. 
 I opened the door to the hallway. The entire house was still dark. 
 I walked to the door of Dad’s bedroom. Their bedroom. I hadn’t been inside it since 
Mom died. The door was cracked open, and I pushed it. Looking in, I could only make out 
general shapes of the furniture backlit by the moonbeams coming in through the windows. 
 “Dad,” I whispered. I’m not sure why I whispered. It wasn’t like I was running the 
risk of waking anyone else in the house. I could have even screamed. 
 “Dad,” I whispered again. 
 A muffled groan came from under his covers. “What’s the matter, Edgar?” Dad 
asked. “Why are you up so early?” 
 “It’s 5:30. You told me to set my alarm for now.” 
 “Oh, yeah,” he said. “Why don’t you go start breakfast, and I’ll be down in a jiffy.” 
 “Yes, sir.” I turned to walk out. 
 “Hey,” he added, “start the coffee first.” 
 
 The bacon was sizzling when Dad finally came down the stairs. 
 “What’s for breakfast?” he asked as he poured himself a cup of coffee. 
 I’d fixed bacon and scrambled eggs. I was going for over-easy eggs, but they weren’t 
very cooperative. First the yolks all broke when I tried flipping them. Then they stuck to the 
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skillet because I had the heat too high, and I had to scrape them off with the spatula, which 
broke them up. So I gave up on over-easy and decided to go with scrambled. 
 “You look kind of busy,” Dad said as I fought with the eggs. “I’ll make toast. Do we 
have any bread?” 
 “I couldn’t find any.” 
 “No toast, then.” He sat down at the table and sipped his coffee. He opened a farm 
magazine that had a picture of a new John Deere seed planter on the cover. 
 As I worked the eggs, scraping them from the bottom of the pan, I wanted to ask if he 
was mad at me for the night before. At the same time, I didn’t want to bring it up. I knew he 
was disappointed with me. I’d heard all the lectures about alcohol throughout my life, how 
alcoholism ran in my family, how my great-grandpa drank himself to death, how grandpa 
carried a flask, and how Dad only stopped drinking after he met Mom, who never had a drink 
in her life. 
 “It makes people different from who they really are,” she always said. “It’s just a 
mask that people put on because they’re scared of being themselves. If you’re not afraid of 
yourself, you don’t need it.” 
 Now Mom had been dead for just over a month, and by going to the party, I reminded 
him that she wasn’t ever coming back. 
 On top of that, I burnt the bacon because I wasn’t paying attention. 
 “I like it floppy,” Dad said when I set the food on the table and sat down across from 
him. 
 “I know,” I said. “Me too. I’m not that great a chef. Sorry.” 
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 Dad moved some eggs to his plate. “Your mom was the only one around here who 
ever liked crispy bacon.” 
 There I go again, I thought. Reminding him that she’s gone. 
 But he surprised me by chuckling. 
 “Did I ever tell you that she almost called off our wedding on account of that?” 
 “On account of what?” 
 “Bacon,” he said, smiling for what seemed to be the first time in a long time. “About 
a week before we got married.” 
 “We were talking about our future,” he said, “of how we were going to live on a little 
farm with some chickens, a few head of beef, a couple milking cows, and a spring pig that 
we’d fatten up over the summer and butcher before winter. Then every morning we could 
have bacon with fresh eggs and cream.” 
 He seemed to be staring off into space. 
 “I mentioned something about how I liked my bacon floppy,” he continued, “and she 
said that it had to be crisp, burnt almost, and we got into an argument over which bacon is 
better, floppy or crispy. I was arguing just for the fun of arguing, but she got so pissed off 
that she finally said, ‘This will never work! We’re too different!’ and she went home.” 
 “She was a little bit crazy,” he said with a little laugh before taking a sip of his coffee. 
 “Then what?” I asked. I had never heard this story before, and although I knew the 
ending—they did get married, after all—I wanted to hear how it went. 
 “Well, that night I didn’t see her. I tried to call her at your grandparents’ house, but 
your granddad said that she didn’t want to talk to me and that I should just leave her the hell 
alone. He actually said that. I think he was kind of glad. Anyway, in the middle of the night 
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there’s this loud banging on the door. I go down, and there she is, outside in the moonlight, 
looking like she hasn’t slept at all. She’s just holding this plate filled with floppy bacon that 
she made for me. It was her way of apologizing.” 
 Dad stopped talking. He took another piece of crispy bacon from the plate and waved 
it in front of himself. “It’s like a stick,” he said. “It would have been perfect for your mom.” 
  I didn’t know what to say. I felt like I’d just gotten a glimpse into a new world of my 
parents—or an old one, maybe, a world that had been there, but one I only noticed once it 
was gone. 
 We finished our meals without speaking. Outside it was still dark and quiet. The noise 
of our forks scraping eggs from porcelain plates and the flipping of pages in Dad’s magazine 
seemed loud in the silence of the morning.  
  Eventually Dad got up to take his dishes to an already-full sink. As he walked by my 
chair, he ruffled my hair, which he hadn’t done since I was a little kid. 
   
  Originally, the plan for the day was for me to go with Dad to a farm auction, but now 
plans had changed. The reason he was late coming down to breakfast was because he had 
been compiling a list of chores for me to do, and they were generally the chores that we’d 
both been avoiding. It turned into a long day. 
 First, I had to clean the whole house. Vacuuming the floors and dusting the layer of 
dirt that had accumulated on things over the winter wasn’t too terrible. But the worst was that 
we had developed a nasty habit of letting the dishes pile up in the sink. 
 This habit really took hold in January, when Mom was in and out of the hospital a lot, 
and in late February, when she went to the hospice house. Since we spent most of our time 
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there, the dishes were done at home even less. If we ran out of plates, we’d just break out 
some paper ones. When it got really gross, we’d wash the dishes, but it wasn’t like when I 
was a kid, when Mom and Dad did the dishes together every night, standing next to one 
another, elbows deep in soapy water, whispering and laughing hysterically at their inside 
jokes. 
 Now doing the dishes was a household chore worse than scrubbing toilets. It stunk. 
Literally. Sometimes fuzz even grew on the plates. You could never get them clean without a 
lot of scrubbing and changing water, and often you couldn’t tell what the stuck-on particles 
of food had once been. Doing the dishes was disgusting, and I always felt like I needed a 
shower afterwards. It was almost bad as working in the hog confinements. So on that 
Saturday morning, I was extremely happy when I got done with cleaning the house and got to 
the next chores, which—although they were a of a lot of physical work—were at least 
outside. 
 Before I could do the rest of them, I had to go to the Whitford Site and spend a couple 
of hours giving shots to the small pigs in Building One. Over the past few days, they had 
gotten used to their new home and their health had stabilized, but I still had to give a shots 
here and there to the ones that had been struggling and do regular checks to make sure that 
they had enough food and water. 
 When I got there, Jay had left a note about new pigs coming into Building Two at five 
o’clock on Monday morning and hogs in Building Three being sold on Tuesday and 
Thursday. That meant a lot of extra work, but it also meant more money. 
  Jay’s note also explained how he’d put the pigs in Building One on amoxicillin 
because some of them had been sneezing. He wanted me to continue the treatment for three 
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more days using the water medicator that was mounted on the wall under the other building 
controls. By turning a series of valves on the building’s water lines, I could run all the water 
through the medicator, which would suck up an amoxicillin solution from a five-gallon 
bucket. Then all of the water that the pigs drank would contain small amounts of the 
antibiotic, and theoretically, the piglets would get healthier. 
 I wondered whether it was necessary to put all the pigs on the antibiotic when only 
some were sneezing, but it was what Jay wanted. 
 The amoxicillin was apparently supposed to be used for human consumption. Each of 
the bottles had usage instructions of how one was supposed to add 200 mL of distilled water, 
shake vigorously, and then ingest one teaspoon twice daily until gone; patients aged twelve 
to adult were to have two teaspoons. The antibiotic smelled like it was cherry or strawberry 
flavored—I wanted to taste it to find out which but ultimately chose not to—and it reminded 
me of the creamy pink medicine that I took when I had an ear infection as a little kid. 
 Anyway, I dumped twelve bottles of the pink powder into the bucket, added water, 
stirred with a metal rod used to keep a gate closed, and put the hose from the medicator in the 
bucket. The medicator clicked occasionally, and with each click, the pink liquid rose slowly 
up the transparent hose and into the building’s water system. 
 Then I did my walk-through of the building, giving shots to the few little pigs that 
needed them. With the amoxicillin, that’s twice the meds for you, I thought as gave them their 
shots in the neck. They were easier to catch now that they’d been there for nearly a week and 
were becoming more familiar with me. They no longer bothered with sneaking up behind me 
in order to chew on my coveralls and boots, and they’d use their snouts and try to move my 
foot. When they pressed their snouts against my lower legs, it tickled, and occasionally, I’d 
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spin around to startle them, which would make them run away before they regained their 
courage and approached again. 
 Everything was relatively normal there that morning. Only two pigs were dead—a 
gilt from pen 22, and a barrow from pen 43. Neither had been on penicillin, or if they had, 
the marks had worn off so that I couldn’t see them, and I wrote my one-line autopsy report 
on the death calendar, “Building One: two acute, 40 lbs,” after I added them to the 
accumulating mass tomb. 
  In Building Three, Jay had gone through with blue livestock paint and sprayed long, 
dark marks down the backs of pigs that would go to market on Tuesday morning. The rest 
would be sold on Thursday. Luckily, nothing was wrong in that confinement. I just did a 
simple walk-through before I showered and went home to continue the other work that Dad 
wanted me to do. 
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Seventeen 
 Our barn was now mostly empty and quiet. When we had hogs, it had been filled with 
activity and noise—oinks of contentment, barks of aggression, squeals of excitement. The 
pigs could plow through the mud outside with their snouts, or they could lie inside in the 
dusty straw from bales we broke and dropped on top of them from the hay mow above. The 
pigs could do whatever they wanted. They had free reign of their home, and the barn was 
filled with signs of life. 
 But now, like a house whose boisterous children have grown up and gone out on their 
own, taking their laughter with them, the barn too took on a certain sadness. The squeals and 
oinks were gone, replaced by the softer sounds of death—which had always been there but 
had been drowned out—whistles of cold wind through broken sideboards, creaks and groans 
of the mortise and tenon joinery as the eroding foundation moved the barn’s weight to the 
south, the quiet drumming of mice feet, and the squeaking of the weathervane, rusted from 
generations of rain, as it moved with each shift in the breeze.  
 Now, the quiet inside was almost spooky, as if ghosts were trying to whisper their 
secrets to anyone who might listen before they, too, disappeared. 
 The only livestock left in the barn were the two steers, Steak and Hamburger, which 
Dad had bought from a neighbor in the fall. Dad said they would save with our grocery 
budget, but I think they were meant as an escape for my mom, who loved animals and would 
need something to get her up on days when the cancer wanted to keep her down. 
 By the time we got them, though, Mom was too weak to do anything with them, and 
they were more of Dad’s project to get him out of the shop once in a while. He fed them and 
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pitched the straw and manure into a growing pile outside the barn. Now, getting that pile in 
the manure spreader was my job. 
 It would have been a simple job with the tractor. All I’d have to do is scoop up the 
pile and dump it into the manure spreader with the loader bucket. It would take no time at all. 
But that wasn’t what Dad had in mind when he wrote “Use the pitchfork,” on my list of 
chores. He didn’t want it to be easy, and of course, I wasn’t happy about it, but how could I 
be angry. It was my punishment, so I hooked the manure spreader to the tractor and pulled it 
up next to the pile just outside the barnyard fence. Then I got the lightest of the three 
pitchforks that leaned against the wall inside the barn door and started moving the straw into 
the spreader. 
 It took quite a while, but I got into a rhythm. My arms drove the tines of the fork into 
the pile of straw and manure. I leaned into it, lifted, and heaved the wet, heavy straw over the 
edge of the spreader. Soon I was sweating and breathing hard. I wanted to take off my 
hooded sweatshirt and work in my tee-shirt, but the spring air still had a chill to it, and I’d 
rather be too hot than too cold, so I left it on. 
 The straw had a nice smell to it. I know that probably sounds weird, but growing up 
on a farm, I never thought that manure smelled all that bad. You kind of get used to it, and in 
a way, it smells good because it’s familiar. It’s not like something you’d want to roll around 
in or anything like that. That would still be pretty gross. It’s just that sometimes manure has a 
familiar, comforting scent, especially if it’s had a little time to break down and it’s masked 
by the naturally sweet smell of the straw. 
 After a while of pitching the hay into the spreader I could feel my muscles begin to 
get tired. My lower back began to ache, and I decided to take a quick break. I stabbed the 
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pitchfork into the soft black ground and leaned up against the fence of the barnyard. The two 
cattle, Steak and Hamburger, had wandered over from the other side of the feedlot while I’d 
been working, and they were grazing the grass that had begun to come up between the cracks 
in the old cement. Hamburger was intently chewing the grass and didn’t notice that I had 
stopped working, but Steak saw me and began to walk toward me for attention. Both were 
red angus calves, but Steak had a small, white blaze on his face that made it easy to identify 
him from Hamburger, whose dark chestnut coat was a solid color. 
 Steak walked up to me, and I petted the underside of his neck. Mom had taught me 
when I was a kid not to pet cattle on the tops of their heads because they like it and will 
approach you with their heads down as an invitation for you to pet them. Then when you 
don’t scratch the tuft of hair on the top of their heads, they’ll push their heads against you. It 
isn’t a problem until they get to be big, when they’ll push you around without even trying. 
Mom said it was better to pet their necks, so when they want to be petted, they’ll keep their 
heads up and not push you around. The downside to that, though, is that their face is up by 
yours, and they’ll lick your face and clothing, especially if it’s warm outside and you’ve been 
sweating. They like the salt of the sweat, Mom said. 
 Steak’s neck was warm and the hair soft. He pointed his face toward mine, and he 
breathed out of his large black nostrils. His humid breath stunk, and he sprayed a little bit of 
misty snot at me. 
 “Thanks, buddy,” I said, as I wiped it off with my shirtsleeve. He mooed a small moo, 
almost a grunt. “So what’s new with you?” I asked. I made moo sounds on the words new 
and you. He put his head down so I would scratch on the top of his head. I pulled my hand 
back. “Sorry,” I said. “You know I’m not going to pet your head.” 
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 He lifted his head and I continued to pet his throat and chin. He moved his head 
toward my hand, and before I could pull away, he put his long, sandpaper tongue out around 
my wrist, soaking my hand and shirtsleeve with saliva. 
 “Thanks for the bath,” I said. 
 By this time, Hamburger had come up beside Steak and wanted a piece of the action. 
I wiped my hand off on my jeans, and I began petting him as well. “How are yoooou, 
Burger?” I asked him. He stared blankly back. “No response?” I asked. “Not even a simple 
helloooo?” I made moo sounds for him too, but he just stared and then went back to looking 
for new grass to be chewed. 
 I stayed there for a few more minutes watching the animals, until the chill of the 
spring breeze had cooled me off, and I picked up the pitchfork and went back to loading the 
manure spreader, which I did until the pile of straw was gone. When I finished and headed to 
the house for lunch, it wasn’t quite noon, but I already felt like I’d put in a whole day’s worth 
of work. 
 
  After my short lunch of reheated turkey and rice casserole, the latest of Norma 
Alvastead’s deliveries, I went back out to continue my punishment work. Dad wanted me to 
get all the steel gates out of the farrowing nursery and load them on a flatbed trailer. He 
would sort out what he wanted to use, and take the rest to town. The price of scrap steel was 
pretty good, and we hadn’t used any of the gates since we got rid of the pigs on the farm 
anyway. They were just sitting around gathering dust. 
 The farrowing nursery sat east of the barn. It was a two-part building that was kind of 
like a maternity ward of a hospital, only much less sterile and for pigs. Of course, there were 
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other obvious differences too—no doctors, a lot more shit on the floor, straw instead of beds, 
et cetera—but the basic idea was the same. 
  The first part of the building, the farrower, was where the sows gave birth to the 
piglets twice a year, once in spring and again in the fall. Down the center of the farrower, 
there was a wide alleyway. It wasn’t like a modern confinement where the alley is so narrow 
that large pigs can’t really turn around. Instead, the building was open in the middle, where 
the sows had plenty of room to wander. We also generally left the door on the end open, and 
the sows could go outside into a penned-off area that—except for the small cement pad with 
feeders and automatic waterers—was sown with rye. 
 Inside the farrower, a series of metal gates ran the length of the room along the walls. 
Between each gate, there was a farrowing crate about two feet wide that would confine each 
sow while she was in labor. The crates were just large enough that the sows had room to 
stand up or lie down on their sides, but they didn’t have room to move around except to go 
forward or backward about a foot. I always kind of felt sorry for the sows while they were in 
their crates because there wasn’t much room, but we only put them in there once they began 
to make a nest outside in the rye. Then we’d lock them in the farrowing crate, where they 
would be easier to handle if there were complications and a piglet needed to be pulled. If they 
farrowed outside—which they did on occasion if we didn’t get them locked in the farrowing 
crates in time—and something went wrong, the sow might attack if you tried to help. And 
worse, sometimes the other sows would get worked up and attack her because they though 
she was hurting her piglets or something. So it was actually safer—for people and pigs, 
both—if the sows were locked in the farrowing crates when they were in labor.  
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 Besides, once they were done farrowing, we moved them to the nursery part of the 
building anyway, so it wasn’t like they had too much time to get used to their crates, unlike 
confinement sows, who got locked in farrowing crates from the day they were impregnated 
to the day their litters were weaned. Sure, some people justified confinement farrowing by 
saying arguing that the sows were better treated because they had their own feed and water 
and didn’t need to go anywhere, but I always thought that it was inhumane not to let them out 
at all.  
 After farrowing, we let each sow out to get some food and water, and while she was 
locked out, we moved her piglets to the nursery and prepared a spot for her there. The 
nursery side of the building was bigger and was arranged as a series of large square pens that 
could each hold four sows and their litters. A narrow alleyway ran the length of the building 
along one wall, and the square pens used the opposite wall as their fourth side. Along that 
wall, there were several half-doors that opened to connect each pen to another rye field that 
was adjacent to the other but separated by a fence.  
  In each square pen, we placed one-by-twelve planks on their edges to create an X and 
make four sections. The sows could easily step over the planks, but the piglets were confined 
to their little section of the pen, usually sleeping, huddled together, in the straw bedding near 
the intersection of the X, directly under the heat lamp that hung from the ceiling. 
 It was only when we came in to do chores that the piglets stirred to life, especially 
when we sent their mothers outside to graze or eat ground feed from large round feeders 
placed randomly throughout the rye field. 
 When the sows were outside we’d use pitchforks to clean out the pens, which made 
the piglets scurry around, making it easy to spot any sick, injured, or dead piglets. Dead ones, 
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which were usually killed by the sow when she had lain on top of them, were put with the 
used straw, which piled up outside the building. The straw and piglets would eventually 
begin to break down into compost, and when the pile was large enough, it would be added to 
the manure spreader and spread on the fields to fertilize corn which would feed more pigs 
after harvest. It was a little like the confinements in that the dead pigs fed the live ones, but in 
this case it was indirectly through a natural plant cycle, whereas the culls in the dead shed at 
the Whitford Site would be boiled down to a fat and protein sludge that would be used as a 
feed additive for more confinement hogs. 
 While the sows were outside, we dealt with the piglets. Sometimes we simply cleaned 
the stalls, but sometimes we did less pleasant work like giving iron shots or castrating the 
little boars. 
 When we were done working with the piglets, we’d let the sows back in. They were 
usually pretty impatient for the doors to open, and they’d rush in, grunting and sniffing, to 
their pens. It was a flurry of activity, sows checking their litters, piglets squealing for their 
mothers’ milk. Each sow had her pen number written in livestock paint on her back, but each 
sow’s mothering instinct always sent her through the right door into the right pen. Once in 
the pens, they’d lie down to nurse their piglets. A quick brawl would break out in each litter, 
piglets fighting for a nipple to nurse, but the brawl would soon end, and squeals would 
subside to be replaced by grunts of contentment from both mothers and piglets. 
 It was during this period of quiet that the nursery seemed coziest, and we’d put fresh 
straw in the pens. This was Mom’s favorite part about having hogs on the farm. She never 
really said so, but it was obvious. She was never around the farrowing nursery when Dad and 
I were doing the first part of chores, especially when the sows and piglets were separated and 
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we cleaned the old straw out, but when it came time to let the sows back in, she’d appear out 
of nowhere, wearing striped bib overalls, one of Dad’s too-big work shirts with the sleeves 
rolled up, and a matching bandanna to keep her long, brown hair back. When she talked, her 
voice was lowered almost to a whisper, and she went about the chores that she loved best, 
shaking the straw loose from the bales and watching it snow down upon the piglets as they 
nursed. She’d laugh as they’d surface, escaping the new warm blanket of straw she’d thrown 
upon them. Then she’d gently pick up a piglet, usually one of the runts—one that would have 
been culled in confinement farming before it even got to a place like the Whitford Site—and 
hold it near her face, bouncing it gently and singing it lullabies in her earthy, alto voice. The 
piglets that Mom picked up never squealed. They just sat in her arms and listened to her sing 
until she set them back down in the straw to nurse. 
 Now, though, the farrowing nursery didn’t have the same coziness to it. The pigs and 
heat lamps were gone, the straw and manure had been washed away, and only the steel gates 
were left, skeletons now collecting dust in the cold, dark building. 
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Eighteen 
 It didn’t take long for me to get sick of taking apart the gates and hauling them to the 
flat-bed trailer that I’d backed up to the farrowing nursery. It wasn’t that the work was too 
hard; it wasn’t. For some reason, it just didn’t seem right to take them apart and leave the 
wooden building empty.  
 Maybe it was because I had a sort of fondness for the farrowing house. When I 
thought of how our family once raised pigs, I naturally thought about the farrowing house 
and its coziness. Now, by dismantling the inside of the building, I was destroying the only 
part of that memory that remained. Of course, maybe I was being overly sentimental. 
Regardless, taking the gates apart was no fun, and I tried to do it as quickly as I could. 
 Mostly, I didn’t pay much attention to what I was doing. I just went though the 
actions, pulling the gates apart where they latched to one another, sometimes hitting them 
with a sledgehammer when the rust was too thick, carrying them to the trailer, and stacking 
them. As I worked up a sweat swinging the sledge and carrying the steel gates, I thought 
about the night before, how Cindy Banks’ house burned down, how Jeff pushed me and 
laughed when I was on the ground, how the he and Phil and Ron left me and Todd there, and 
how I ratted them out to the cops. I wondered if they laughed when they drove off without us, 
and part of me hoped that they cried when the cops showed up to question them.  
 I though about Cindy’s family and wondered where they were staying, how they were 
dealing with their house being burned down. And I wondered about how it would all turn out 
for them. I felt horrible about it all. It just wasn’t supposed to happen that way. It was just 
supposed to be fun. Originally, I just wanted to see Kelsey, but now I wished that I hadn’t 
gone to the party at all.  
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 Finally I finished taking apart the gates and loading them on the trailer, so I pulled the 
trailer up to the machine shed, where Dad would use the torch to cut away any of the scrap 
metal that he might need before hauling it to town. Then I pulled myself up onto the trailer to 
sit and rest for a second. 
 I’d finished everything on my to-do list, but that didn’t mean that I just got to go 
inside and watch TV until Dad got back from the farm auction, so I gave him a call on his 
cell from the phone inside the machine shed. 
 “What do you want me to do now?” I asked. 
  “Well,” he said, “I’ve just got one thing. We’re going to need to fix some fence 
sometime this spring, so can you go down into the ravine in the grove and get me about fifty 
steel posts?  
  Fifty seemed like a lot to me. How much fence was he planning to fix?  
  “Sure,” I said. 
“Are you getting hungry? It’s after four.” 
 I didn’t realize that it was that late. “I’m not hungry yet, but I will be.” 
 “Alright, I’ll be home in about an hour. You want me to bring home some burgers?” 
 “Sure,” I said. “You still at the auction?” 
 “No,” he said. “I left there this morning. It was nothing but junk.” 
 “Where are you?” 
 Dad hesitated. “I’m at Jay’s house,” he said.  
 I didn’t know why my dad would have been at my boss’s house, and I wondered what 
was going on. Were they plotting against me? I wanted to ask, but I kept my mouth shut. 
 “I’ll be home pretty soon,” he said. “Just go get those posts.” 
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 Behind the farrowing nursery, at the back of the farm, was a fence and a gate, and 
beyond the gate, a narrow driveway led along the edge of a cornfield out to a small grove of 
oak trees that separated our pasture from Todd’s farm. The driveway consisted only of two 
dirt tracks, where tires—including those of our bikes when Todd and I had ridden back and 
forth from one another’s houses—had packed the earth, and grass grew tall only along the 
sides and between the two lines of bare ground. I drove the Dodge down the driveway, 
bumping along into the grove next to the creek.  
 Most of the grass was still brown, but green patches were beginning to show up here 
and there among the clumps of dead grass that had grown tall the summer before. The grass 
between the two tracks brushed the bottom of the truck, making a swishing noise against the 
chassis.  
  A short way into the grove, a tree had fallen across the path, so I stopped the truck 
and walked down the driveway to the ravine that Dad—and Grandpa before him—had used 
as a private dump for old junk. 
  The shallow ravine was formed by water that flowed from a field tile at the top of the 
hill down to Short Dick Creek. As the water cut through the mud in the grove, it took the soil 
with it, leaving the chasm, which was later filled with junk, mostly farm equipment that was 
obsolete or wasn’t worth valuable space in any of the buildings. 
  The practice of dumping stuff back in the woods where no one would see it was 
questionable, but who was I to tell Dad what he should and shouldn’t do? Anyway, Dad 
argued that it was environmentally sound. In fact, he said, the junk kept the hill from eroding 
further. And it beat taking it to the county landfill, which basically charged you to do the 
same thing. He made a point, but as far as I could tell, though, it was still littering. 
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 Except for a few birds chattering away in the trees, the grove was quiet. The sun 
shined down through the branches, which were just beginning to sprout their buds. I tried to 
step quietly. I didn’t want to spoil the peacefulness, but dead leaves from the previous fall 
crunched as I walked. 
 A twig snapped up in front of me. I stopped and listened. Only the birds and the slight 
breeze made any noise. I tried to peer ahead into the grove and see what it was that had made 
the sound. 
 Maybe it’s Bigfoot, I hoped. I always secretly admired the crazy people on television 
who gave unsubstantiated eyewitness accounts of things that probably didn’t exist, whether it 
was UFOs, the Loch Ness Monster, or Bigfoot. I’m not sure why I admired those people. 
Maybe it was because even through all the evidence was against them, they still stuck to their 
guns and believed that they saw what they did. Maybe today I could be one of them too. 
 If it were Bigfoot, I would probably make the ten o’clock news. “Well, it were ten 
foot high and four foot wide at the shoulders if it were an inch!” I would tell the local 
television reporters. “It were dark as night and covered with fur from head to toe. It looked 
me over with its evil red eyes, and then it howled, like a demon come to snatch away souls in 
the night! Aye, that hellish shriek will haunt me until the day I die!” 
 Even though I knew it wasn’t going to happen, I was starting to get my hopes up. 
That sounded like a fun thing to say. 
 But, of course, it wasn’t actually Bigfoot. 
 A white-tailed deer jumped into the clearing of the driveway and turned away from 
me down the driveway. It was followed by four more, their white tails waving high above 
their backs. They ran down the hill and away from me, over the ridge where I couldn’t see 
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them cross the creek, but I watched the opposite hill and spotted them continuing up the other 
side. Had there been leaves on the trees, I wouldn’t have been able to see them go up the hill, 
but with the trees bare, I watched them jump over the barbed wire fence that separated the 
grove from the cropland on the other side of the creek. They went over in single file, 
effortlessly, each deer hesitating at the top of its jump as if it were floating in midair for a 
brief moment before landing and running out of sight through the empty field. 
 
 The driveway ended halfway down the hill at the ravine, which was filled mostly with 
old fence, and only the bike trail continued past. When one fence was replaced with a new 
one, the old wire, too corroded to be worth anything, would be rolled up and dumped there. 
The posts would be pulled out of the ground and thrown in piles. Now there were two piles, 
one for cracked and split wooden posts and one for steel, separated so that a guy like me 
could come out and get them if there were some sort of fencepost emergency. Of course, 
though, both piles were down in the ravine, about five feet below me, and the rolls of fence 
were tangled in with them, and it wasn’t going to be easy for me to get fifty of the best posts 
out of there. 
 Looking through the junk, it was easy to see that there were other things as well. 
Besides the tangles of wire fence, there were also old pieces of concrete, broken into large 
chunks. There were field rocks and bricks with mortar stuck to them and rotten boards with 
bent, rusty nails sticking out. A bark-less tree stump stuck sideways in the mud, its broken 
off roots reaching into the air like spread fingers. There was the frame of an old horse-drawn 
buggy. It had been there long enough to be partially buried with dirt. A truck muffler sat 
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among the fence posts. Hardly any of this stuff had any value, so now it was all out here 
where it wouldn’t be seen. 
 I didn’t think that anything in there had been recently dumped. In fact, I thought Dad 
had pretty much stopped the practice of putting his junk in the trees where it wouldn’t be 
seen because the high scrap prices made it worthwhile to just take everything to town. But 
then I caught a glimpse of a metal tube that was still shiny, which was odd because Dad 
always reused or sold any good metal he could find. While most farmers in the area only paid 
close attention to the daily prices of corn and soybeans, Dad watched the copper, stainless 
steel, iron, and aluminum markets as well. 
  It made no sense, then, that something shiny would be out here among the junk, and I 
wanted to know what it was. The shiny metal—stainless steel I figured—was on the other 
side of the ravine, across some tangles of barbed wire and underneath a pile of old wooden 
boards. I tried to get a better angle to see what it was, so I walked up the hill a short way and 
climbed over some of the piles of fence. 
 From my new vantage point, I could see what it was—the walker that Mom used 
around the house after she started to get weak. 
 It was shoved into the makeshift junkyard and buried by other trash. 
 When she first started to get weak, Mom got the walker to use around the house. Dad 
always told her to sit down, get some rest, just relax. But Mom never sat still, and she said 
she wasn’t going to try. So she got the walker. 
 She’d laugh about it and joke that she’d be the envy of all the blue-haired ladies down 
at the retirement center. She’d joke that, unlike some old people, she wasn’t going to trick-
out her walker by putting old tennis balls on its feet. She didn’t need to look fashionable. 
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Plus, she’d say, she wanted people to know she was coming. Tennis balls were sneaky, and 
she wanted everyone else to hear her coming, hear the four metal feet come clomp-clomping 
up to them so they wouldn’t be surprised. It would be pretty mean, she said, for a bald, one-
boobed skeleton woman to sneak up on innocent people and scare them half to death with a 
tricked-out, shiny, new walker with bright yellow feet. 
 “Nope,” she said as we sat around the kitchen table one dark evening in the fall, “I’m 
not going to be like that at all. But I’m sure as sunrise not going to lie around in bed all day, 
Dad.” 
 She emphasized “Dad” to make him know that she wasn’t going to let him tell her 
what she could and couldn’t do. 
 Dad cleared the dishes from the table and took them to the sink. “I just think you 
should get all the rest you can,” he said. 
 “I’ll have plenty of time for that,” she said, winking to me. “Besides, the garden 
won’t till itself in the spring, and I need to keep my strength up until then. Isn’t that right, 
Edgar?” 
 “Yep, that’s right, Mom,” I said. 
 Dad gave me a sad look and then turned to hide it. 
 “Well,” he said, trying to be jovial, “that proves my point about you two.” 
 “What point’s that?” Mom asked. 
 “You’re both crazy.” 
 Mom and I laughed.  
“You suppose, Edgar,” she said, “they have walker events in the Olympics?” 
“I don’t know. Summer or winter?” 
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“Winter,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “I want to do the biathlon.” 
“Isn’t that the one with the cross-country skiing and rifle shooting?” 
“Yeah,” she said, her mouth growing into a wide grin. “I’ll just put some ski 
attachments on this baby, and off I’ll go. Then I can rest my rifle on the walker while I 
shoot.” 
“That might be against the rules,” I said. 
“Hmm,” she said. “Maybe you’re right.” She turned to Dad. “Hey, Dad, you suppose 
you could fashion some skis for this thing?” 
Dad leaned over us to wipe the table. He glanced at Mom, gave her a half smile and 
said, “If you really want skis on your walker, I’ll put skis on your walker. Weirdo.” 
Mom and I laughed, and Dad walked out to the living room. “You’re both weirdoes,” 
he yelled from the other room. 
Mom smiled and turned back to me. “We need to do some research on this Olympics 
thing.” 
 
 Mom’s walker never got skis, of course. In fact, it didn’t get very much use at all. It 
wasn’t long after our conversation about the winter Olympics that Mom fell on the sidewalk 
and broke her leg. The cancer had metastasized in the bones, and her bone mineral density 
had increased, making them hard and brittle. 
 After that, she sat in a wheelchair borrowed from the hospital and watched the leaves 
turn colors from the kitchen window. The walker sat in the corner of the living room.  
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Even after the funeral, it sat in its corner and collected dust. But eventually—
apparently—it got to be too much of a reminder of what had happened, and Dad threw it into 
a junk-filled ravine in a pasture to be forgotten. 
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Nineteen 
 Carrying the steel posts back to the truck was a pain in the butt. They were heavy 
enough, but it really wasn’t the weight that was a problem. They were just awkward. Most of 
them weren’t perfectly straight, and the differences in each post made them shift in my arms 
as I carried them. 
 At first I figured I could carry five at a time and do the whole thing in ten trips, but it 
didn’t take me long to start dropping them along the driveway. I only got three to the truck 
on the first trip. After that, I figured I’d do four at a time and make sure they were stacked in 
my arms a little better.  
 I don’t even know how many trips it took. I only made it all the way to the truck once 
without dropping any. Half the time, one would begin to slide off to the side, and I’d 
overcompensate and a different one would fall. Or they would roll off my arms and land 
close to my feet, almost breaking my toes. I’d carry the posts that I managed to hang onto to 
the truck, and then I’d have to go back and get the ones that I’d dropped. I got sick of 
carrying posts pretty quick.  
 I also worked up a pretty good sweat, and once I got all the posts loaded in the truck, 
I decided to walk down the bike path to the creek and splash a little water on my face. Maybe 
that would improve my mood. After seeing my mom’s walker sitting in the junk and getting 
frustrated with the stupid posts, I wasn’t feeling that great, and I wanted to take a little walk 
along the bank. 
 The water was a cloudy brown, and even though I knew it wasn’t deep, I couldn’t see 
the bottom. I carefully moved through the mud close to the bank, and I put my hand in the 
water. It was a lot colder than I would have guessed, but then again, it was only April. 
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 My hands  were chilled by the water, so after I wiped them on my jeans to dry, I put 
them in my jacket pockets. That wasn’t a good idea because I slipped on some mud by the 
bank and almost went ass-over-teakettle into the water. With my hands in my pockets, I 
couldn’t check my balance, and I ended up falling, my still-pocketed hands unable to catch 
my fall. I landed right in the soft mud of the creek bank, which was at least a lot better than 
falling in the creek and getting soaked. It really didn’t matter if I got all dirty—I was wearing 
work clothes—but it was still a little embarrassing. My entire left side of my body was 
muddy. I even had some mud on my shoulder. I was glad that no one was around to see me 
fall. 
 I decided that I’d be better off a few feet from the bank, and I walked toward Todd’s 
farm on the old bike path. I hadn’t been on down on that path near the creek for a couple of 
years, but it was still worn down to dirt. Animals had probably taken over it and used it as a 
way to travel along the creek. Down by the water it wasn’t as breezy as it had been further up 
the hill near the ravine, and it felt a little warmer there where the sun could reach me, which 
was nice because the sweat I had worked up was starting to cool me off. 
 As I approached Todd’s family’s land, I was startled by a quail that flushed from the 
grass and flew with a squeaky clucking into the grove next to Todd’s house. It scared me half 
to death because I had almost stepped on it before it flew. I jumped, and once again I was 
glad that no one else was around. Here I was, a muddy mess, jumping at the sound of small 
bird. Imagine if Bigfoot really had been around. I would have peed my pants. 
 I approached the fence that separated our farm from Todd’s, and I noticed that it was 
broken where it crossed the creek. The steel post in the middle of the creek leaned at a forty-
five degree angle with the current. The fence, rather than going straight across the creek like 
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it was supposed to, had been pushed by the current into the creek bank and partially buried 
by mud.  
  This fence was probably one of those that Dad wanted to fix. We’d salvage what we 
could of the old stuff and buy some new wire, and when the water got warmer later in the 
spring, Dad and I would stand waist deep in the cold rushing water to fix the gaping hole 
through which Short Dick Creek flowed. Then the old unsalvageable fence would be rolled 
up and tossed in the ravine with the rest of the junk. 
 
 “What happened to you?” Dad asked when I came in the house covered in mud. 
 “I found Bigfoot, and we had a wrestling match,” I said. “He pinned me. He’s really 
strong, but in my defense, I was wrestling out of my weight class.” 
 “Are you hungry?” He pointed at the brown paper sack stained with grease to show 
that he’d brought home some food and went back to looking nervously at the papers strewn 
about the table.  
 I reached in the sack, pulled out a greasy burger wrapped in foil and a cardboard 
carton of fries. 
 Dad looked at me again. “Maybe you’d better change clothes first.” he said, looking 
at my clothes. “You’re filthy. And no offense, but you stink too.”  
 “I’m starving,” I said. 
 “The burgers won’t walk away,” he said. “At least take off the muddy clothes and 
wash your hands.” 
 I came up from the basement wearing only my underwear. I’d thrown the rest of my 
clothes in the washing machine, and I sat across from Dad at the kitchen table. He looked up 
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at me while I started in on my burger. He looked like he wanted to say something, but he 
didn’t. He just went back filling out the papers. 
 As I took a bite of my burger, a blob of ketchup squirted out and fell on my crotch. 
 I looked down at the red stain on my gray boxers. This pair could no longer be worn 
anytime there might be a remote chance of me getting to take my pants off. What would 
Kelsey would think of a guy with a large red stain on the front of his underwear? Heck, what 
would any girl think of a guy who looked like his scrotum had just exploded? 
 “They shouldn’t put so much ketchup on these things,” I said. I tried to wipe the 
ketchup off with a napkin but only managed to smear it around and make the wound look 
bigger. “This looks frightening.” 
 “Yeah, I bet,” Dad said. “Maybe you should wear more clothes at the dinner table.” 
 “Whatever,” I said. “I learned it from watching you. What’s the paperwork? 
Homework?” 
 “Kind of,” he said. “I took a job today with your employer. I guess we’re co-workers 
now.” 
 That surprised me. After we stopped raising hogs, Dad didn’t really have nice words 
to say for North Central Pork of Iowa, Incorporated, even though I went to work for them. 
“Do what you want,” he had said. “It’s good money for a high school kid.” I just never 
figured that he would get a job there himself. 
 “No kidding?” I asked. “You took a job with North Central Pork? What are you going 
to do?” 
 “They needed a truck driver,” he said, “and a lot of guys aren’t hiring out their metal 
work now with the economy as it is.” 
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 “But are you still gonna take on some of that?” 
 “Yeah,” he said, “if someone wants me to, but it’s slowed down enough to make me 
realize we can’t depend entirely on it.” 
 Dad had always been good with the metal work. He’d haul away neighbor’s junk for 
them and use the plasma cutter to separate the stuff that was reusable from scrap, which he’d 
haul to town and sell when the markets were right. Most farmers only knew the daily prices 
for corn and soybeans, but Dad knew what stainless steel, aluminum, and copper went for 
too.  
 “So this new job hauling feed,” I said. “When do you start?” 
 “Tuesday,” he said. “I’m driving a load to market from the Whitford Site.”  
 “My Whitford Site?” 
 “That’s the one.” 
 “Do I get to be your boss?” 
 “No.” 
“Do you have to take a drug test?” 
“Yep.” 
“Uh, oh,” I said. “Do you need to buy some of my urine?” 
“No, I think I’ll be fine.” He wasn’t going for the joke, but I kept with it anyway. 
“You sure? It’s priced right. Twenty bucks?” 
“I’m not buying your pee, Edgar.” 
“Fifteen,” I said. “That’s as low as I can go before I start losing money.” 
“Sorry,” he said, shaking his head and turning his attention back to the employment 
forms he was trying to fill out. 
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“Listen, I like you, so I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “Ten bucks. But if my supervisor 
knew I was doing this, I’d be kicked off the sales floor. It’s just that—.” 
 “God damn it, Edgar!” he said sharply, cutting through my pitch. “That’s enough! I’m 
trying to do some work here.” 
 It only reminded me that things were different now that Mom was gone. If she were 
there, she’d joke along with me. Dad, of course, would try to be serious, but Mom would 
mock him. “He’s just jealous,” she’d tell me, lowering her voice to a solemn whisper, 
“because his old man urine can’t fetch those kinds of prices anymore.” It would be ridiculous 
enough that we’d all laugh—even Dad would be drawn away from the work at hand—and 
we’d all have a good time at supper.  
 Now, though, when I tried to make it fun—when I just tried to be playful—Dad just 
said, “Edgar, that’s enough.” As if Mom’s death were the end of it. She was dead. Humor 
was dead. No more laughing. No more fun. “That’s enough.” 
 I started to get mad. At first, it was just a slight feeling of frustration toward him for 
being a fun-hater. What’s wrong with having a little fun? I thought. The longer I sat and 
avoided eye contact with him, the more my frustration turned into contempt. Where does he 
get off telling me “That’s enough”? Doesn’t he remember how important laughter was to 
Mom? 
 The thoughts kept racing through my head, and I started to get plain angry. Is he 
trying to forget her? That’s probably why he made me go get those fence posts. So he 
wouldn’t have to see that damn walker. And what’s the matter with trying have a little fun? 
 Then I felt the lump in my throat that told me that I needed to leave. 
 “Fuck this shit,” I said, and I got up from the table. “I’m going to my room.” 
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 Dad was instantly angry and on his feet. “What did you just say?” 
 “You heard me. I’m going to my room,” I said. I kept my back to him so he wouldn’t 
see the tears that were starting down my face. 
 “You know what I mean,” he said, the anger clear in his voice. “Please repeat that 
first part for me.” 
 I ignored him and walked toward the door of the kitchen, but he caught up to me. 
  “Hold it right there,” he said, and he grabbed my shoulder and turned me around just 
as I wiped the tears from my cheeks. 
 He stepped forward and brought his red face close to mine. I could see the anger in 
his eyes. 
 “What?” I asked through tears. “Are you going to hit me? What are you waiting for? 
She’s not here to stop you this time.” 
 Dad didn’t say anything. The look of anger slowly melted from his face, turned into 
one of remorse, and he pulled me close by the shoulders and brought both arms around me. 
Then I lost it completely. I buried my face into his shoulder and cried, finally letting the tears 
flow. My shoulders heaved up and down with each sob, and I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t catch 
my breath. I didn’t even try. I just kept sobbing uncontrollably, standing in the kitchen in 
ketchup-stained boxers, my father holding me tightly as I cried for the first time since we 
spread Mom’s ashes after the funeral. 
“I miss her, Dad,” I said between sobs. “I miss her so much.” 
 
 Once I got it together, I spent the rest of the night up in my room, lying on my bed 
and thinking about all the crap that had happened in the past few days. I thought about 
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Cindy’s party, the freshmen behind the bar lighting shots, the fire. I thought about the fifteen 
second conversation with Kelsey and the ten second fight with Jeff. I thought about Todd’s 
sandwich flying out the window. I thought about the culls. 
  I felt like I was a cull myself. 
 Eventually, I fell asleep. I dreamed about my mom—about her long, brown hair 
always seeming to catch the wind. I dreamed about how she’d pretend that a dandelion that I 
gave her was the best gift she had ever received. How her laugh, big and powerful yet still 
subtle and polite, could fill a room and bring smiles to everyone there. I dreamed about the 
way she wouldn’t let me feel bad when I’d hurt myself—like when I scraped my knees on 
the gravel after falling from my bike and she said that “tough little boys don’t mind getting 
bangs and bruises”—but how she would always allow me to cry when it was my heart that 
hurt. And I dreamed about the way she’d rub my back when I was little to help me fall 
asleep.  
  And just as I began to wake before church on Sunday morning—when I was in that 
weird place were life and sleep and death all intersect—I felt better because I could feel her 
fingers running over the back of my shoulders once again. 
 But it was fleeting. Maybe only a second.  
  And when I woke completely and realized that it was just a dream, the feelings of 
hurt came back up to the surface and overpowered the dream. The hurt drove the beautiful 
images away, back into my imagination, back into their castles in the sky. 
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Twenty 
 I hadn’t gotten up for church since Mom’s funeral. When I was a kid, Mom always 
made me go to church with her, but as I got older, especially once Mom got too sick to get 
out of bed herself, my attendance dropped. I guess I didn’t even really think about going to 
church by myself or with Dad—it was something that Mom and I did together. Dad was 
never very religious. When it did come up, and Dad had to talk about it, he just mentioned 
how he grew up a Lutheran, always leaving it in the past tense and never explaining further. 
 Mom, on the other hand, went to all of the churches in the area. She was technically a 
Catholic, and I imagine that some of the blue-haired ladies in the front pews didn’t like the 
fact that she went to all the Protestant churches, but she said that it was all the same thing 
when it comes right down to it. I imagine she would have gone to Buddhist, Muslim, or 
Jewish worship if Daleville, Winford, or Galesburg offered it. 
 I didn’t always feel comfortable going to a bunch of different churches with her, and 
since I was baptized and confirmed Catholic, she and I sometimes split up, and I’d go to 
mass while she pretended to be a Protestant. 
 But this was the first time I’d be stepping into St. Lucia’s at all since Mom’s funeral, 
and I wasn’t sure of the reception I’d get. I wasn’t sure if people would treat me differently 
and tell me how much they missed my mom, or if it would be more like school, where people 
avoided the issue altogether and ignored the elephant in the room because they didn’t want to 
make me uncomfortable. Neither option sounded good, and until then, I’d simply avoided 
any awkwardness by not showing up at all. 
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 Dad seemed surprised when I came down the stairs wearing a collared-shirt and my 
nicest jeans—with a belt, even. “Look at you,” he said after he lowered his newspaper from 
in front of his face. “Going to church?” 
 “Yeah,” I said. “Wanna go?” 
 There was a pause, and Dad put his face back in the newspaper. “How about you just 
pray for the both of us?” he said. “Jesus and I aren’t really on the best of terms right now.” 
 
 When I got to church, I immediately regretted it. The greeters were Todd’s parents. 
Don’t get me wrong, I really liked Todd’s parents. I mean, I was at their house a lot growing 
up and they were always really nice. The problem was that they were almost too nice, and 
they always seemed to kick it up a notch at church. They had always kind of freaked me out 
whenever I saw them there, being all cheery and eager to make everyone’s day. I never 
expected real people to act the way they did. 
 They met me in the front hall, and I immediately felt like I had to go on the defensive. 
 “Good to see you!” Irene said, and before I could turn around and abort the church-
going mission, she came in for a hug, which caught me off guard. I still had my arms down at 
the side when she clamped her arms around me, and they were pinned along my hips, so I 
couldn’t even hug back. Then she released me and turned to Todd’s dad Tom, who was over 
by the other door, shaking hands with an old couple who had come in before me. “Thomas, 
look!” she called out, much too loud for church. “Todd’s friend Edgar is joining us this 
morning! Isn’t it great?” 
 Tom’s eyes lit up when he saw me, and he walked over to extend his hand toward me. 
“Hey, friend!” he said. “Good to see you!” 
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 Friend? I thought. Who calls another guy “friend”? Has he ever called me that 
before? He shook my hand with more force than was necessary—vigorously, even—and he 
slapped me on the shoulder with his other hand. For a second, I thought he was going to pull 
me in for a man-hug—where you shake hands and do a half-hug at the same time—so I 
readied my left hand by bringing it up near his shoulder. I didn’t want to be caught with my 
hands at my hips again. 
 But he didn’t go for the man-hug. He let go of my hand, gave me another shoulder 
slap for good measure, and let out a laugh that echoed through the front hall. I still had my 
left hand up near his shoulder, and tried to reciprocate by giving him a shoulder slap, but it 
was a little late, and I didn’t really go for it. I was too polite and timid, and my attempt at a 
shoulder slap was more like a pet on his shoulder, like he was a kitten or something. I tried 
smiling, and I kept moving toward the entrance of the sanctuary, but I wondered if my face 
had betrayed me by showing the intense apprehension that I felt inside. Anyway, Tom and 
Irene didn’t turn me away from church—I’m pretty sure that’s against the rules anyway—
and I think I was able to fake it enough to keep them from realizing that they sometimes 
weirded me out. 
 At the entrance to the sanctuary, I dipped the tips of my fingers in the bowl of holy 
water, but I misjudged the depth of the water and dunked my hand in nearly to my wrist 
instead of getting just my fingertips wet. I pulled it out and tried to discreetly shake the 
excess water off on the floor and began to do the sign of the cross, starting at the forehead on 
“In the name of the Father.” Holy water ran down my face. It dripped into my eyes and down 
my nose, and I nearly forgot what the rest of the process was because I was thinking about 
how I was going to be soaked all through the service. Then I touched my chest and my 
  140 
shoulders—left then right—finishing off the simple prayer, and I noticed that now, not only 
were my hand and forehead wet, but my blue shirt had dark wet spots in three places, and it 
was obvious that I’d gotten a little too liberal with the holy water. 
 Most of the pews in the back were already filled, so I chose a one about halfway 
down on the right of the aisle. Hardly anyone was in front of me, but I figured that it was 
better to be close in case a miracle occurred. I wouldn’t want to miss anything. 
 I sat in the pew, lowered the kneelers, and got down on my knees. I clasped my hands 
in front of me to start with the warm-up prayers. I closed my eyes for the full effect. 
 I wasn’t sure how to start; it hadn’t been terribly long, but it seemed like a while since 
I prayed at all. Dear God, I thought, thank you for everything you’ve given me. Thank you for 
keeping me safe and sound and happy. Please watch out for poor people and old ladies and 
stuff. 
 Then my conscious mind broke in and interrupted. Old ladies? What kind of prayer is 
this? 
 I let the organ music playing in the back of the church calm my nerves, and then I 
tried again. Thanks again, God. Sorry I’m no good at this. It’s been a while, as I’m sure 
you’ve noticed. Please help me do this the right way. I feel like a total dickwad. 
 Wait. What? A dickwad, Edgar? You probably shouldn’t use swear words in your 
prayers, even if they are silent. 
 By this point, I just wanted to wrap it up without saying more stupid things that might 
get me sent to hell. Sorry about that, God. I don’t want to anger thee, lest I be smitten down 
by thine heavenly power. Amen. There. That was easy. 
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 I got off my knees and did the sign of the cross again, which reminded me that I was 
drenched, and I looked at my shoulders to see if the wet spots were getting any less 
noticeable. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that some people were sliding into my pew 
on my left, closer to the aisle. 
 My heart leapt for a second when I realized that it was Kelsey Patterson’s family. 
First her mom, then her little brother, then her dad. I waited for Kelsey to slide into the pew 
with them, but after waiting for what seemed an eternity, it was clear that she wasn’t going 
to. I snuck a peek over my shoulder toward the back of the church to see if maybe she was 
back there hamming it up with Todd’s dad or something. As soon as I looked back, I made 
eye contact with Tom and he waved. 
 Jesus, I thought. What a weirdo. 
 Then I looked up in the front of the church and saw Jesus hanging up there on the 
cross, his head hanging down and covered in blood, and I thought that maybe I should get 
back on my knees and ask for more forgiveness now that I had taken his name in vain in his 
own house. But I decided that it would look bizarre since I’d just gotten off my knees, so I 
just sat there and tried not to do anything else offensive. 
 I few more people arrived and filled in some of the empty spots in the church. We 
were probably at about two-thirds capacity, which surprised me a little. Maybe they’d started 
some sort of attendance initiative or something to get people to go. What would a good 
incentive be? I wondered. Maybe they could give out rosaries for attendance. “Beads for 
Being Here.” No, that’s stupid. 
 I tried to think of other catchy slogans for a church marketing strategy, but my 
thoughts were interrupted by a voice from the back of the church. “Please stand and greet 
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your neighbors, and join us in singing number 368 in your hymnal.” Then we all stood, 
Kelsey’s mom Linda turned to me and extended her hand, and the organ started playing a 
loud, slow hymn. Soon, a few people were singing along, reading the lyrics out of the black 
hardcover books, and others were just staring ahead blank-faced as the priest and a woman 
carrying a red book emblazoned with a golden cross followed two middle school kids, both 
wearing white robes tied with purple ropes, up the aisle. The kid in the front of the 
procession carried a large wooden crucifix like the one hanging in the front of the church but 
on a smaller scale, and when they got to the front, they all stopped in a line, bowed in unison 
towards the altar, and proceeded up the steps.  
  The bald priest wore a big, purple robe with a shiny gold cross up near his shoulders. 
The lady with the book was the only one not wearing a costume—unless you count too much 
eye shadow—and she set the book of gospels on the altar and went back to a seat out in 
general admission. The priest and the two kids stayed up front and stood there until the music 
stopped. 
 I was busy looking up at the three up in front when I was tapped on the right 
shoulder. I turned to see Kelsey standing next to me looking absolutely stunning. She had 
come up the side aisle during the procession and moved in next to me. I stood between her 
and her mom, which seemed a little weird. 
 “Hey, Edgar,” she whispered. “Can I get past you?” 
 She wedged in front of me and stood on my left, only inches away. 
 With Kelsey sitting next to me at church, then, I had even more trouble focusing than 
I had before. I managed to keep it together through the scripture readings, but while we were 
sitting and the collection plate was passed around for the second time—there was a special 
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collection for Cindy’s family to help with the fire—I took a few glances at her legs, which 
were covered down to her knees by a white, pleated skirt. I had a clear view of her bare 
knees, and I couldn’t help myself. I kept looking. I knew I should have kept my eyes 
forward—or on my own knees at least—but I just kept glancing over at hers. They might 
have been the most beautiful knees I had ever seen—which is a weird thing to say—but there 
was just no getting around the fact that they were really nice. They weren’t too knobby but 
not all round either. They simply had the perfect roundness-to-knobbiness ratio. Sometimes 
knees are out of proportion to the rest of a person’s body, like if someone is too skinny, it 
looks like they’ve got their bones jutting out all over the place at weird angles. Or if they’re 
fat and each leg is shaped like an hourglass with the knee looking too small. Concave knees. 
That’s gross. Anyway, Kelsey’s knees weren’t like that at all. They were just right. 
 I wanted to look at her elbows too, just to see if all her joints were attractive, but I 
would have had to turn my head, and I didn’t want to draw her attention to the fact that I was 
looking at her. Also, it would have appeared as though I was looking at her boobs, and I 
didn’t want to make things awkward. 
 So I tried not to look. But then I got thinking about boobs. Kelsey’s boobs. The same 
ones I glanced at occasionally at school. Her beautiful, not too-big, not too-small, substantial, 
perky boobs that bounced in perfect unison when she jogged in P.E. and that matched the 
curve of her butt, which stuck out just enough to draw some attention, but not too much. 
 Then, before I knew it, I started to get an erection—an erection in church, no less—
which was more devastating than being caught looking at boobs. 
 Oh, no, I thought. Okay, Edgar, think about something else. Fishing. Mowing the 
lawn. The St. Louis Cardinals. Crocodiles. I ran thoughts through my head in rapid 
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succession, but nothing seemed to be doing the trick. Motorcycles. Sex with Kelsey on a 
motorcycle. NO! Quit thinking that! Frying pans! Guitars! Kelsey playing the guitar in the 
nude. Crap! This isn’t working! Old ladies! With old gross skin! Liver spots! LIVER SPOTS! 
  I could feel the tension pushing against the front of my jeans, and thank God for 
jeans. At least they gave a little resistance. If I’d had dress slacks on, my boner would have 
been inappropriate and announcing its presence loudly through thin, non-resistant cotton.  
 As long as I could remain sitting, with my hands over my lap to cover what was 
threatening to become a major problem, I was okay because I could kind of push back, but 
soon the entire congregation stood up to pray. Why did I have to be Catholic? Why couldn’t I 
just be Protestant? They just sat most of the time. 
  I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t not stand with everybody else. That would have 
drawn attention toward me, and people would have been like, “I wonder what’s wrong with 
the Hildal kid. Maybe he has a boner. Sounds about right. That kid always has been a little 
bit messed up.” And Kelsey would have looked, and she would have seen me sitting there 
pushing my hands against my dick as discretely as I could manage, and that would have been 
horrible. 
  So I stood with the rest said my own personal prayer. Please, Lord, let my raging 
hard-on pass. Don’t let anyone see. Please, please, please, God, especially don’t let Kelsey 
see. 
 When I stood, I crossed my hands in front of my crotch, and I could feel my penis 
pushing against my hands. I did the only thing I could. I waited and prayed—I mean, I 
couldn’t go anywhere. Maybe now was time for one of those miracles. 
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  Eventually, things in the pants department began to go back to normal. Thinking 
about old lady liver spots seemed to help. Standing probably helped too, but I still wouldn’t 
recommend standing as a way to keep an erection from getting noticed. 
 I tried hard to focus the rest of the way through church. I kneeled and prayed harder 
than anybody—no pun intended. I gave God my full attention. I wasn’t sure how effective 
my prayers were, but at least it kept me from looking at Kelsey and her stupid sexy knees. 
 
When the last song was over, and the priest and the two kids went back down the aisle, 
Kelsey and her family immediately grabbed their jackets and started heading to the door, but 
not before Kelsey turned to me and said, “See you tomorrow, Edgar.” 
 I didn’t even say anything. I just lifted my hand and waved before she turned and 
walked away. Nice wave, Edgar, I thought. Real smooth. 
 Soon, Todd was right next to me. He had snuck up the side aisle—the same one 
Kelsey had used to sneak up on me—and startled me. I apparently needed to start watching 
my blind spots. 
 “Did you get into a bunch of trouble too?” 
 I looked around to see where he came from. “You weren’t sitting with your parents, 
were you? I didn’t see you before.” 
 “Nah,” he said. “I needed to get away from them for a second, so I sat in the balcony 
with the choir. All we’ve done since Friday night is have ‘family time.’ They’re smothering 
me with scripture, Edgar. I had to go to confession. I think they’re afraid that I’m going to 
hell or something because we went to that party. We had to do the rosary twice before church 
this morning.” 
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 “Whatever,” I said. “You’re making that up.” 
 “Do I look like I’m kidding?” 
 “A little bit.” 
 “Well, I swear I’m not,” he said. “Last night, my dad got out his guitar. We sang God 
songs as a family. ‘Jesus Loves Me,’ Edgar. I swear it was fifty times in a row. It was like a 
dream come true for my little sister.” 
 “Oh, come on—” 
 “‘Jesus Loves Me.’ It stays in your head forever. Plus the guitar was out of tune. My 
dad has no ear whatsoever.” Todd hushed. “Act natural. Here they come.” 
 Tom slapped me on the shoulder as he approached. 
 “How have you been, Edgar?” Tom asked. “Have you been to confession since the 
party on Friday?” 
 I smiled, but then when I saw the look on his face, I realized he wasn’t joking. “Oh, 
no, sir. I haven’t.” 
 “Really?” he asked, a look of surprise on his face. It was as if I told him that I was 
struck by lightning yesterday. “You know,” he said, “you aren’t supposed to take the 
Eucharist if you haven’t had Reconciliation.” 
 “You mean communion?” 
 Todd came to my rescue. “Actually, Dad, that’s the old rule. Second Vatican Council 
changed it. He’s fine.” 
 “But it’s still encouraged,” Tom said. 
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 “But no longer required,” Todd said. I had to hand it to Todd. At least he knew the 
rules. “Besides,” he continued, “isn’t that only if you’ve committed a mortal sin? I don’t 
think drinking counts as a breaking a commandment.” 
 “How about ‘Honor thy father and mother’?” Tom asked. “Breaking the law isn’t the 
best way to honor your mom or me.” 
 “Maybe, but that’s a pretty loose interpretation,” Todd said. “And it doesn’t 
necessarily mean that if someone gets in trouble with the law that they’re dishonoring their 
parents.” 
 I was pretty sure I was no longer the topic of discussion. 
 “It is to me when it’s my son,” Tom said. 
 “What about when it’s God’s son?” Todd asked. “Was Jesus dishonoring his 
parents—his Father—when he broke the law?” 
 “That’s different.” 
 “Because I’m not Jesus?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “That’s flawed logic.” 
 “Todd, don’t talk back,” Tom said. His face was beginning to turn red. 
 “I’m not talking back. I’m respectfully disagreeing with you,” Todd said calmly. “I’m 
sorry if it seems disrespectful. I still love you and honor you, Dad.” 
 “Well,” Tom said. He stared at Todd and nodded his head quickly, thinking of what 
to say, tight-lipped. “What would Jesus do?” 
 “Get arrested. Overthrow the establishment.” 
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 Tom’s jaw clenched, and he ignored Todd’s remark. “Edgar,” he said, “it was nice to 
see you again.” 
 “You too,” I said, and I turned to get out of there before anything else weird 
happened. 
 I dipped my hand in the holy water and did the sign of the cross before leaving the 
sanctuary—this time with the proper amount of holy water. Then I walked out into the rainy 
April morning. 
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Twenty-one 
 Dad was on the couch flipping through channels when I got home. “Learn anything?” 
he asked. 
 “I’m honestly not sure,” I said. “It was a weird hour.” 
 “How so?” 
 “Oh, you know,” I said. “The Lord works in mysterious ways.” 
  “I see,” he said. “Gonna go next week?” 
 “Maybe.” I hadn’t really entertained the idea. Sure, I had trouble paying attention 
most of the time, and Todd’s parents were going to be aggressively pious, which were two 
distinctly negative points, but Kelsey might be there too, and that more than made up for 
Tom and Irene’s zeal. 
 Dad said nothing and went back to flipping through the channels. He stopped on a 
golf tournament. 
 I decided that, with the rain, there wasn’t much else to do, and I went to my room to 
start the homework that was due on Monday. I had some math to do that I didn’t understand, 
but it was a lost cause, and odds were that Mr. Lemin wasn’t going to be there to explain it 
anyway. Rumor was that he had been fired, but I doubted it. Still, it was more likely than the 
other rumor that Ron made up and started passing around school, that Mr. Lemin killed 
himself over the sandwich incident. Anyway, I wasn’t going to get math done, so I put it 
aside.  
  I was also supposed to write a story for creative writing, but I didn’t want to have to 
put a lot of effort into it. Normally, that wouldn’t have been a problem. I would have just 
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thrown a story together and called it good, which would have been fine for any class besides 
Mr. Tracey’s.  
  I never really cared about the grades I got in other classes. Some people always got 
all emotional about their grades. One time, in tenth grade biology class, we were dissecting 
frogs, but Betty Yoder wouldn’t touch hers, so Mrs. Karbruski gave her an F on the thing. 
She started bawling about it, and it was only one little assignment. I failed too, not because I 
wouldn’t cut open the frog, but because my hand slipped with the scalpel, and I accidentally 
stabbed the frog through the head. Mrs. Karbruski thought I did it on purpose in order to 
gross people out, but it was seriously a matter of me being clumsy.  
  It didn’t matter, though. I wasn’t going to bawl about it like Betty did. It was just a 
stupid assignment that had nothing to do with anything. Just like the rest of school. 
  I was pretty young when I realized that most of the hoops that teachers make students 
jump through are just a joke. 
 I think I probably suspected it in first or second grade, but it was in fourth grade when 
it was verified. Mr. Jones was my teacher, and he didn’t give out grades. Instead, he gave out 
plusses, checks, or minuses based simply on how much of the work was done. If it was 
completely done, there’d be a plus. If it was half-done, or the answers weren’t complete, I’d 
get a check. If it was obvious that I had been trying to fill in the answers all at the last minute 
before handing it in and didn’t get them all filled out, minus. 
 There was a trick to it, though. The answers had to look as though some thought had 
gone into them. This usually included a little b.s. where the initial answer was just repeated 
in a different way without adding any real depth. For example, say the question asks about a 
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plot point in a story we’d read about in class. The question asks, “Why did the dog run away 
in the story and how did it manage to get back home?”  
 Now, with that question, I know that it’ll take at least a couple of sentences to get a 
good score. Let’s say that the real answer is that the reason that the dog ran away is because 
it had clinical depression and wanted to see the world in order to make itself feel better. It got 
back by taking a boat across the ocean before hitchhiking cross country, financing itself the 
entire time by pick pocketing unsuspecting elderly folks. A good way to get a plus on the 
homework is to either answer it correctly with a lot of detail—which requires actually 
reading the story in the first place, but who has time for that?—or just blabbing on a little bit 
like you know the answer. Even if it’s a right answer, it won’t necessarily get a plus if you 
don’t put enough b.s. into it. 
 If I put, “The dog was sad he rode a boat and robbed old people,” I’m still not going 
to get full credit even though the answer proves I read the story. I’d get a check or maybe 
even a minus because of the grammar. That was another trick. It was important to use good 
grammar and big words. Teachers love big words. So I just put less work into the reading and 
more work into answering the questions, which would benefit my “grade.” The following 
would have been a perfect answer: “The dog had many reasons for running away due to the 
conflicts encountered during its home life. Before literally and figuratively “high-tailing” it 
out of there, the dog was at odds with its environment and others who were around. It desired 
to get away for various reasons, and during the course of its absence, the dog came to terms 
with the conflicts that gave it such difficulty before returning and finding peace in that which 
had previously been an oppressive environment.”  
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 That would be a plus, and I wouldn’t have to even read the story. It doesn’t actually 
say anything, but it doesn’t matter. Mr. Jones, or any other teacher for that matter, wouldn’t 
actually read the whole answer. He’d just glance, notice that I wrote a lot, see some big 
words without any texting abbreviations, and draw the plus on the top of the page so quickly 
that sometimes it didn’t even look like a plus. It would be as if he was already looking at the 
next kid’s answers, skimming his paper to decide what mark he deserved. 
 So I had realized a long time ago that most of my homework was pointless, and that 
attitude had taken me into eleventh grade pretty much without a hitch. 
 But Mr. Tracy was different. He actually read our work. And he gave us a lot of 
feedback too, so if you did put down a bunch of crap, he’d call you out on it. That made the 
class quite a bit tougher, but it wasn’t a bad thing. He had a way of making us feel like our 
work was important, so we didn’t care if it was tough to earn a good grade. We wanted to do 
it even if we got bad grades. 
 Except this time. I didn’t want to write the story that I had to write. I didn’t really care 
about school at this point. I didn’t care about anything. I’d figured the party might help, but it 
hadn’t; I just got more depressed having to watching Cindy Banks’s house burn down. The 
work didn’t help; it just made me miss the old days when Mom was around the farm. Going 
to church didn’t help either; it just made me bored and critical of organized religion. I mean, 
I looked at Kelsey’s knees and battled a hard-on more than I prayed.  
 I knew I had to write the story, though, and I started to think about how I’d been 
bossed around by everyone lately. “Go get some fence posts, Edgar. Kill some pigs, Edgar. 
Go to confession, Edgar. Don’t cry, Edgar. Have a beer, Edgar. Stay away from Kelsey, 
Igor.” 
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 And finally, I just decided to write a story about a dog. I didn’t even care how it 
turned out. I just wrote it and let my bad attitude carry me through it. 
 
Humpy the Dog 
by Edgar Hildal 
 There once was a dog named Humpy the Dog. Humpy the Dog loved lots of things, 
but more than anything, Humpy loved to hump. Humpy humped everything he could get his 
little paws on. 
 What Humpy didn’t know, though, is that not everyone else thought that humping 
things was an endeavor worth pursuing with as much energy and gusto as Humpy did. Some 
people, in fact, even thought that humping was BAD, BAD, BAD! 
 “Gasp,” gasped Humpy, when he found that out. It’s a good thing that my people 
don’t think that, he thought. So Humpy the Dog continued his merry ways of humping things 
left and right. I think I’ll go hump that baseball glove that Timmy left on the floor, thought 
Humpy, and he did. 
 One day, Humpy’s owners said, “Humpy, you’re not a puppy anymore. No more 
humping.” 
 Humpy thought they were joking, and he started humping a shoe. It was a penny 
loafer. 
 “Seriously, Humpy,” they said, “knock it off.” 
 But Humpy kept humping. 
 “That’s a bad, bad boy! Quit humping, or you’re going to get castrated!” 
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 Humpy thought, Gee whiz, this is a bad deal. Either I give up the behaviour that is so 
tied to my personality that it could be argued that such behaviour directly influences who I, 
as a dog, am, or my gonads get cut off. This is a difficult and unfortunate choice. 
 “Bark!” barked Humpy to tell his people how much he struggled with this moral 
dilemma. 
 After quite a bit of deliberation, Humpy ultimately decided to quit humping. 
 But things that people left on the floor were often tempting, and Humpy always 
thought about trying to get away with humping some stuff when people weren’t around. He 
decided, though, that his conscience wouldn’t allow it, and he lived a hollow life devoid of 
meaning and pleasure. 
 Then his owners took him to the vet, who pretended to be nice, but who just put 
Humpy under and cut off his testicles despite the fact that Humpy hadn’t humped anything in 
a month and a half. 
The End. 
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Twenty-two 
 The first load of piglets was supposed to arrive at the Whitford Site at five o’clock on 
Monday morning, so I got there at about ten till in order to unlock Building Two and back 
the chute up to the door. Unfortunately, the first North Central Pork semi didn’t show up 
until five-thirty, which gave me forty minutes to wait before we could unload any of the 
piglets. 
 I spent the time sitting in the chair in the office, rocking back and forth, listening for 
the sound of a semi truck backing into the driveway. I doodled on the calendar. I looked at 
the numbers scrawled in pencil on the wall next to the phone. At one point, I laid my head on 
the desk and tried to take a nap. 
 Finally, I heard the semi pull up, and I threw my weight into the office door. It was 
significantly lighter outside than when I had arrived. The sun still wasn’t up, but I could 
easily see by the ruddy glow in the east that had grown in the last half-hour. 
 I stood by the chute where the semi driver could see me, and I signaled with my 
hands how much room he had to back up until the rear door of the trailer was flush with the 
opening to the chute. The semi stopped just as it lightly touched the chute, and the brakes 
released a loud whoosh of air. 
 Inside the aluminum trailer, six-week-old pigs wandered about. They stuck their 
rubbery pink noses through the openings, trying to see their new home, Building Two, where 
they would live out their lives until the day they were sold and butchered. Their little cloven 
feet pattered on the aluminum floor of the trailer, and some grunted and squealed to be let out 
and into their pens. 
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 The driver got out of the truck and introduced himself as Roy Barnes. He told me that 
the pigs were from a nursery in southern Iowa. 
 “Got five hundred gilts up top and five hundred barrows down below,” he said. “Or 
vice versa. Either way. Five hundred of each.” 
 We started filling the pens at the far end of the building and worked our way toward 
the door. Like always, we put the barrows on the north side and the gilts on the south. Roy 
would run a bunch of pigs into the chute from the trailer and then down into the building, 
counting them as they crossed the threshold. When he got to thirty, he put a panel in front of 
the opening of the chute, and I’d get behind the group of piglets in the alleyway and shoo 
them to their pens. I tried to make loud noises to scare them into running, but they were 
hesitant to go into the long, empty building, so I often had to lean over and wave with my 
hands down near the floor. 
 By the time I got back from putting the first group in their pens at the far end of the 
confinement, Roy had another thirty ready for me to run to the end. I would try counting 
them as I ran them down the alley, but it was like trying to count worms. They all bunched 
together, some climbing backwards against the flow of piglets, and I never was exactly sure 
of my count. I wasn’t too concerned about it, though. These were coming from a North 
Central Pork nursery, so if the numbers were fudged, the company was only hurting itself. If 
they had been from an independent nursery, I’d have been more careful with my count, but I 
didn’t figure that North Central Pork was going to try to cheat itself. 
 I ran the pigs down the alley and closed them in their pens. By the time that the trailer 
was empty, the building was over half full. Sixteen pens on each side of the aisle had thirty 
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pigs apiece, and two pens were only two-thirds full. The twenty-six pens that were closest to 
the door—thirteen on each side of the aisle—remained empty. 
I signed Roy’s inventory delivery sheet that verified that I’d received a thousand hogs, and he 
went on his way to the truck wash, where the trailer would be power-washed and readied for 
its next use. 
 The second semi was already there by the time Roy had left, and it backed up like the 
first had done. The driver was a heavy-set guy named Brandon Davidson. He didn’t work as 
fast as Roy. When I got back to the door, he was never ready with the next group of thirty. 
While I waited for him to get them out of the trailer, I could hear him banging around, sliding 
aluminum doors and yelling at the piglets—“stupid little fuckers,” he called them—to get out 
of his way. 
 I’d only filled two pens from his trailer when I realized that the gilts and barrows 
weren’t sorted. 
 “I just want the barrows first,” I yelled to him as he banged around inside the trailer. 
 “That’s what I just gave you,” Brandon said. 
 “No, you didn’t,” I said. “You gave me about half and half.” 
 “It don’t matter,” he said, emerging from the trailer to face me. He raised his voice. 
“They’re barrows, not boars. It’s not like they’re gonna get the gilts pregnant.” 
 “It does too matter. They get different feed,” I said. 
 “Just sort ‘em when you’re done,” he argued. 
 “If that’s what I’ve got to do,” I said, “I’m not signing your inventory sheet that says I 
got a specific number of each.” 
 “Bullshit, kid.” 
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 “Don’t call me ‘kid’.” 
 “It don’t matter.” 
 “The hell it doesn’t,” I said. 
 “Look,” he said. “They weren’t sorted when I picked ‘em up at the nursery this 
morning, so they ain’t sorted in the truck. I can’t sort ‘em now. You’ll have to sign it and sort 
‘em later.” 
 “If that’s the case,” I said, “I’m going to write on there that I don’t know how many 
there are of each.” 
 “Jesus, kid,” he pleaded. “Sign the fucking sheet.” 
 “I said don’t call me ‘kid’.” 
 “But I signed it at the nursery when they didn’t have them sorted.” 
 “That’s your own damn fault.” 
 “Well, what do you want me to do about it now?”  
 “Just send the damn pigs off the trailer,” I yelled. “I’ll sign off on the total number. 
I’m just not going to sign off on numbers for each gender.” 
 He seemed relieved that I’d at least sign the sheet. Maybe he was planning on forging 
my signature on the other lines. I didn’t know. 
 “You still want thirty at a time?” he asked. 
 “It doesn’t really matter, does it?” I said. “I’m going to have to sort through all of 
them anyway. Just count and make sure we get a pretty close total.” 
 After that, Brandon just ran the pigs out of the trailer, and I filled the pens with what 
looked like it might be about thirty pigs in each. I didn’t bother with sorting them on either 
side. I was going to have to go through again and separate the gilts from the barrows anyway. 
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 When we got all the pigs out of the trailer and into pens, Brandon said, “I got 660, 
which is what the sheet says.” 
 I thought it was kind of odd that his count was right on the money, but it didn’t 
matter. After our argument, I had started to count too just to be on the safe side. 
 “I got 658,” I said. “Close enough.” 
 I signed my name next to the total inventory and wrote, “Gilts and barrows mixed 
together—no idea on individual counts,” and initialed the notation. 
 Brandon looked a little peeved, but there wasn’t much he could do. He was the one 
who had screwed up, and I wasn’t going to take the blame when the whole inventory was 
wrong. 
 “Need help sorting them?” he asked. There was no sincerity in his voice, and I doubt 
he would have stuck around to help anyway if I had taken him up on the offer. 
 “No,” I said, “I don’t have time. I’ve got to get to school. Thanks, though.” 
 “Yep,” he said, and he turned away and walked to the cab of the truck. 
 “Take it easy,” I said. 
 “You too,” he said without looking back. 
 Brandon got back in his truck and pulled away from the chute, which I pulled away 
from the door so that the door could close. 
 As I listened to the truck pull out of the driveway, I looked at the pens filled with 
little pigs. I had to come back out this afternoon anyway to do the regular chores. I’d just sort 
them then. Sure, it was a hassle, but it wasn’t the end of the world. 
 I walked to the end of the building and flipped the electrical breakers that turned on 
the feeders. The augurs began running, and yellow feed began falling down the transparent 
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tubes into the feeders. I set the building controls so the temperature would be about ninety 
degrees—little pigs like it warm—and the heaters switched on. Then I locked the building 
and went back into the office to call Jay about the confusion and shower before school. 
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Twenty-three 
 I was a little late for school, but I had P.E. first hour, so it didn’t really matter. We 
were in the middle of a “recreation studies” unit, and our “physical education” the last two 
weeks had been dedicated to learning different card games. We’d learned hearts, pinochle, 
five hundred, and euchre, and we were apparently graded on how well we could sit in the 
bleachers playing cards without causing any trouble while Mr. Slider read the newspaper and 
ate Reece’s Pieces from a huge bag. 
 Mr. Slider only cared about three things—girls’ softball, girls’ basketball, and girls’ 
rear ends. He was a skeeve and about twenty-three years old, but even though he had only 
been teaching about two years, it was a wonder he hadn’t lost his job yet. He was always 
looking at the girls in class and making comments that were really creepy. Girls who wore 
shorts that had a team name across their butts always got some comment from Mr. Slider. 
“Hawkeye fan, huh, Kristy?” or “Hey, Sarah! Go Cubbies!” were the type of comments that 
had made the girls stop wearing the tight, cotton shorts and start wearing the long, mesh 
shorts down over their knees like the guys wore. And Slider always used a cheesy grin with a 
wink and tried to give us guys high fives after he made inappropriate comments once the 
girls had left the gym to go change in the locker room. 
 “Hey, Peck,” he had said once the year before when he was getting more comfortable 
with us students, “which one of them phillies are you tappin’?” 
 “Slider,” Ron said with a smile, “you know I’m not going to kiss and tell.” 
 “Come on, Peck,” he said. “It’s that Banks chick, isn’t it? You can tell me.” 
 Some of the guys laughed outright, not realizing how much of a sleaze ball Slider 
was, and most of the rest laughed out of sheer nervousness. 
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 “Well, Slider,” Ron said, “just between you, me, and these ten other guys crowded 
around us right now, I did get a little pump-and-dump action with her in the back of her dad’s 
Buick just last weekend. You know what I’m sayin'?” 
 Slider’s eyes lit up. “Nice!” he said, grinning and winking before he raised his hand. 
“High five it, man!” 
 Ron gave him a high five, some guys laughed, and we all went down to the locker 
room to change. 
 Down in the locker room, Phil called Ron out. “Dude, you’ve never even made out 
with Cindy Banks.” 
 “I know,” said Ron, “but Slider doesn’t know that. Let him have his fantasy.” 
 “It doesn’t bother you that he’s going to jerk off tonight to the image of you and 
Cindy in the back of her dad’s car?” Phil said. 
 “No. Should it?” 
 “Yes,” Phil said. “It’s weird and gross.” 
 “Whatever.” 
 
 Of course, Mr. Slider didn’t care that I was late for class on Monday. He hadn’t 
reported attendance anyway, and he just motioned with his thumb for me to go join the other 
guys in the class, who were up in the bleachers playing cards. 
 Ron Peck was dividing poker chips and handing them out to Phil, Todd, and a couple 
of underclassmen, sophomore Frank Byrnes—a.k.a. Frank ‘n’ Beans or sometimes 
Frankenstein—and Clayton Miner, a quiet freshman who had yet to receive a nickname.  
  I wondered if Ron and Phil knew that I’d ratted them out about the party. 
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 “What’s this?” I asked as I climbed to the top of the bleachers to join them. “We’re 
learning poker now?” 
 “Nah,” Ron said, “but Mr. S. don’t care. Five dollar buy-in. No limit on betting. All 
the chips are worth the same. One-two blinds. Winner take all.” 
 I didn’t have any money on me, but they let me play on credit. Phil picked up all the 
cash from the middle and pocketed it just in case an administrator came in the gym, which 
was common because the gym was close to the faculty parking lot and Mrs. Slaught used it 
as an escape route when she needed to have an emergency cigarette in her car. 
 “Hey, Edgar,” Ron said. “You get in trouble with your dad for this weekend like the 
rest of us?” 
 I played dumb. “You got in trouble?” I asked. “But you guys took off.” 
 “Enough people said we were there that the cops came and found us to ask about the 
fire. Can you believe that my cousin Tony came to the door and gave me a personal lecture 
about leaving the scene? He said, ‘I should take you in right now and teach you a lesson’.” 
 “That sucks,” I said. “I just had to do a bunch of farm work all weekend.” 
 Ron nodded, and he kept shuffling. I noticed for the first time that his lip was split, 
and the skin under his left eye was a little black and blue. His dad apparently didn’t react 
very well to the news that he had been at the party. His knuckles were split too, so at least he 
had fought back when his dad came home from the bar. 
 Frank and Clayton, who hadn’t been at the party, wanted to hear all about it. No one 
wanted to tell anything to Frankenstein, though, because he was such a one-upper. If you told 
a story about how you’d just skydived that weekend, he’d tell you about the time he skydived 
into a shark tank using only a sock as a parachute. He also had an annoying voice, not like 
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the high-pitched, nasal, nerd voice, but the exact opposite as if his sinuses were somehow 
clogged all the time and he didn’t breathe at all while he was talking. 
 “When I lived in Montana before I moved here, our house burned down,” Frank said. 
“The fire made the gas tank of the car explode in the garage.” 
 “Really?” Phil asked, knowing full well that we were hearing a completely made-up 
story. “The car exploded?” 
 “Yeah,” Frank said, “The muffler landed about a block away. Lucky nobody was 
killed.” 
 “So what did you do?” Phil asked. 
 “Well,” Frank said, “we had to live with the neighbors’ for about a week. They had 
this daughter about my age, pretty hot. We got to know each other pretty well, if you know 
what I mean.” 
 “We don’t,” Ron said. “Please explain.” 
 “Well, when our parents were out, we got quite a bit of make-out time in the hot tub. 
Sometimes a little more than that.” 
 Ron yelled across the gym. “Frank ‘n’ Beans! Gettin’ some action!” It echoed off the 
walls, and people who were playing cards in other groups looked up at our group, but Mr. 
Slider, from behind his newspaper, gave no sign that he even heard Ron yell. 
 “Whatever,” Clayton said. “That’s totally made up. You’ve never even held hands 
with a girl.” I was surprised to hear him say anything. 
 “Is not made up,” Frank said. “Who asked you anyway, freshman?” He reached 
across Ron and punched Clayton in the arm. 
 “Ow.” 
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 “It’s  your bet, Frank,” I said. 
 “Ten.” 
 “I’ll see it,” I said, and I dropped ten chips in the pile. 
 
 It didn’t take too long for Phil to lose his chips. Frank went all-in the second hand of 
the game, and Phil called his bet. When they flipped their cards, Phil had the best hand with 
three queens until the last card flipped, giving Frank a straight and knocking Phil out of the 
game. 
 “Oh, come on,” Phil said. “You lucky little bastard. I had you until that last card. Oh 
well,” he said, not sounding too disappointed. “I’m out of here.” Then he went to flirt with 
some girls who were sitting in the bottom row of the bleachers. The girls hadn’t even pulled 
their deck of cards from the box. They just sat and talked. 
 Frank was out soon too, as he had a tendency to bluff a lot, and no one would fall for 
it, what with him being notorious for making up stories and all, and soon it was just Ron, 
Clayton, and me in the game with only a little bit of time left in the period. 
 Clayton only had a few chips left because he tried to chase a flush that never came, 
and he lost the last of his chips to me when he finally got a playable hand with two pair. 
Unfortunately for him, I had three-of-a-kind. 
 When the bell rang, Ron and I had about the same number of chips, and we split the 
money. The ten bucks helped ease the pain of the twenty I’d lost on Friday, but Ron thought 
that I still owed him two-fifty because I never threw in five in the beginning. 
 “It’s simple math,” he said. 
 “Let’s not worry about it,” I said. “What’s a couple bucks?” 
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 As we walked out of the gym, Ron stopped haggling for money and called out, 
“Later, Slider.”  
 Mr. Slider only lifted his hand and waved a two-fingered peace sign without ever 
looking from behind his newspaper. 
 
 Math class was weird that day. Mr. Lemin hadn’t been in school since he threw 
Todd’s sandwich out the window, and rumors were beginning to fly about how he’d been 
fired or arrested for child abuse. To top that, the school hadn’t been able to get a real 
substitute that day, and no one teacher was available to cover the entire period. Math class 
ended up being a never-ending parade of different babysitters, depending on who was 
available when. Mr. Byers, the shop teacher, took over for the first fifteen minutes and tried 
to explain a lesson, but he got too confused by the lesson plan left for him, and he gave up. 
Halfway through class he left, and Ms. Cooley, one of the office secretaries, came in to make 
sure we were well behaved. She was there for about ten minutes and buffed her nails most of 
the time before Mrs. Waller, the guidance counselor, entered to supervise for the rest of the 
time, during which we were supposed to be doing our homework. It was questionable, 
however, whether we actually had any homework.  
 “We did that assignment last week,” someone argued. 
 “We don’t know how to do this at all.” 
 “What’s an integer?” 
 “Seriously, we’ve already done this unit.” 
 “Okay,” Mrs. Waller said, “then just sit and visit quietly until you’re dismissed.” 
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 Needless to say, no math got done in the forty-five minute period, and we spent most 
of the time just sitting around talking. It turned out to be one of the most educational periods 
of my academic career, though. The following list details what I learned: 
- Cindy and her family were now living with Cindy’s dad’s sister in Winford. She 
wasn’t at school today because they had to go shopping in Des Moines for some new 
clothes. 
- While they were there, Cindy would probably visit Chet McGlynn, whom she had 
been dating and, according to the rumor, single-handedly saved Jacob’s and Carl’s 
lives by carrying their unconscious bodies from the fire. I knew this to be an 
exaggeration, but I didn’t say anything. 
- According to Ron, Chet McGlynn sounded “like a made-up person.” 
- And according to Teresa Miller, Ron was “just jealous” of Chet and his “dreamy 
arms.” 
- Regarding school, it was alleged that Mr. Lemin had been taken to a psychiatric 
hospital for treatment after he spazzed-out. 
- It was also alleged that Mr. Lemin was on a terrorist watch list. This was a 
controversial claim, and one that had little support from the rest of the class. It even 
got a “Come on, people. That’s just ridiculous,” from our sub Mr. Byers, who sat in 
Mr. Lemin’s desk and used a t-square to draft sketches of an armoire that he was 
going to build in the shop over the summer. 
- Heather Gremp, sitting in the back of the class, announced that she had science 
homework to do and expressed that she would appreciate if everyone would, “Keep it 
down, please.” 
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- The polite request was promptly denied. 
- At the denial of her request, Heather explained to everyone else that, “Some people 
might want to actually do well in school so they can leave this shithole town,” an 
appeal which fell on deaf ears. 
- Mrs. Waller, when she heard Heather Gremp say “shithole,” looked over the top of 
her glasses, but went back to reading her romance novel and pretended that the 
offense never occurred. 
Then the bell rang, and we went to Mr. Tracy’s English class. 
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Twenty-four 
 “Okay, everybody,” Mr. Tracy said once the bell rang, “I know that you’ve had a big 
weekend, and I’ve heard all the rumors a couple times already today, so let’s just see if we 
can’t focus for a little bit on school.” 
 “Did you hear about—” 
 “Phil,” Mr. Tracy interrupted. “Please. We’ve got work to do. You’ve all written a 
short-short story for today, right? I’m going to match you up with partners and you’re going 
to workshop your story and do some fiction exercises with that person over the next few 
days.” 
 Mr. Tracy began to read the list, and we all listened for our names to hear who we got 
as our partners. I immediately hoped I’d get to be partners with Kelsey, but hope turned to 
panic when Mr. Tracy said, “Kelsey, you’re with Edgar.” 
 
 As Kelsey read her story to me, I had trouble focusing, but I tried extremely hard 
because I didn’t want to say something stupid afterward. I have to admit, her story was a 
little hard to follow. It was about a horse that died of colic, and it was filled with fancy 
writing and what were supposed to be powerful images. She described the horse’s dead, open 
eye for a really long time, comparing the glare to a still pond at midnight. She also described 
the stench of the gas coming out of the dead horse’s mouth as putrid sewage that burned 
one’s nostrils. 
 Her story was okay overall, but I got distracted by the long descriptions, and I 
completely forgot what the story was really about. I mean, I knew it was about a dead horse, 
  170 
but other than long descriptions, there wasn’t much to it. It really surprised me, then, when 
she started choking up when she read it. 
 “Sorry,” she said as she wiped a tear, “I just get emotional sometimes when I think 
about her.” 
 “She was your horse?” I asked. The fact that it had been her horse hadn’t been in the 
story at all. 
 “Yeah,” she said, “I got her when I was little. I used to sit under her belly in the shade 
and she just stood there over me. She’d follow me around the pasture and just stay right next 
to me. I loved that horse.” 
 “Why don’t you put that in the story?” I asked. 
 “I don’t want it to be about my horse. I want the story to be about a horse.” 
“But it’s about your horse, right?” 
“Yeah, I was thinking about my horse when I wrote it, but it isn’t my horse in the 
story, except to me.” 
 “What?” I asked. 
 “Well, if it’s about my horse, it might not appeal to other readers. If it could be any 
horse, they might like the story better. It can be about their horses if they want, but it will still 
be about my horse to me.” 
 “But if you put your horse in the story, won’t the readers be able to sympathize a little 
more with the feelings at the end when she dies?” I asked. I really didn’t know if I was giving 
any valuable comments or not, but Kelsey was looking intently at me, nodding her head. I 
looked into her sky blue eyes and lost my train of thought. She said something, but I was 
only paying attention to how pretty she looked. 
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 “What do you think?” she asked. 
 “I’m sorry. What?” 
 “About a fictional name,” she said. “Or should I call her Lucy like she really was?” 
 “I guess I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe you should ask Mr. Tracy that one.” 
 Right then Mr. Tracy approached the two of us. 
 “How are you two doing?” he asked. 
 Kelsey told Mr. Tracy all about her story and my suggestion and asked whether it 
would be better as fiction or nonfiction. 
 “What do you think, Edgar?” 
 “I don’t know,” I said. 
 “Well, not having an opinion isn’t very helpful.” 
 “I think it might be more emotional if it were true, I guess.” 
 “Well,” he said, “if that’s what your partner thinks, Kelsey, you might at least 
consider giving it a shot.” 
 “Okay,” she said. “Thanks.” 
 But she didn’t say “thanks” to Mr. Tracy. When she said it, she looked directly at me 
and smiled. I looked away and tried to hide the redness that I could feel coming to my face, 
but I couldn’t stop a smile from crossing my lips. Is she flirting? I thought. She can’t 
seriously be flirting with me. 
 “That’s enough about my story,” she said. “Why don’t we go on to yours?” 
 “My story is dumb,” I said. Immediately I realized that what I said was absolutely 
true. My story was about Humpy the Dog, for crying out loud. Why did I have to be 
partnered up with Kelsey today? I thought. Why today? 
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 “I bet it’s not dumb. You’re a good writer.” 
 “Thanks, but it really is dumb,” I said. Is she just saying that to be nice, I thought, or 
does she really think I’m a good writer? Or is she flirting? I hope she’s flirting. I hope I’m a 
terrible writer and she’s just saying all this because she’s madly in love with me! 
 “What’s it about?” she asked. 
 “A dog.” I said. “A dog that likes to, um, hump.” 
 “What?” 
 “Hump.” 
 Kelsey paused, looked inquisitively at me and asked in order to clarify, “Hump?” 
 “Yes, hump.” 
 She looked confused.  
  “It’s not gross,” I said. “At least, I don’t think it is. It’s like, well, about a dog with a 
humping problem, but it’s not a problem to him. Like I said, it’s dumb.” 
 I do not want to read this story to her, I thought. She’s going to think I’m crazy. Why 
couldn’t I just take the assignment seriously, and write a fancy story about a foreigner lost in 
Ukraine who falls in love with the beautiful daughter of a powerful government official? The 
foreigner gets stabbed or something and is nearly dead in a back alley in Kiev, and she finds 
him and nurses him back to health. They fall in love, but it’s forbidden, as her father had 
promised her hand in marriage to some other dude who’s a jerk, but a powerful jerk tied to 
the Ukrainian mafia. So they try to run away, but the father and the jerk-mafia-guy find out, 
and they catch them. And she’s forced to watch the foreigner’s execution, and when he dies 
part of her dies too. 
  Now, why couldn’t I write that story?  
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  Why did I have to write about Humpy the Dog? 
 “Come on,” she said. “It can’t be that dumb.” 
 “Well, okay,” I said. I wished that someone would pull the fire alarm, or a meteor 
would fall on the school and kill me instantly! I imagined that there had to be some way of 
getting out of reading this story to her. Something! ANYthing! 
 But it became clear that the miracle I was hoping for wasn’t going to materialize, and 
I started reading the story. Well, I can kiss my chances with her goodbye, I thought, and I 
started reading the story aloud. 
  As I read, I didn’t want to look up from the paper to Kelsey, who I’m sure was giving 
me the most stink-eye facial expression ever. She hates this story, I thought. She hates me. I 
wish I could disappear. 
 But then, as I read, she giggled. I stopped reading and looked up, and amazingly, 
Kelsey was smiling. I went back to reading, and a couple of times during the story she 
actually laughed. I couldn’t believe it. My dumb story about Humpy the Dog had actually 
made the girl I liked laugh, and when I was done reading, I looked at Kelsey to see what she 
thought. 
 “You’re right,” she said with a smile. “That was dumb. But it was funny too. Except 
the end. I didn’t like the end when Humpy was castrated.” 
 “Tragic, I know,” I said. 
 “Maybe it wouldn’t be so dark if you just changed the end.” 
 “I was kind of in a cruddy mood when I wrote it.” 
 “That’s how I was when I was writing too.” 
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 “Why?” I asked before I could stop myself. Normally, I wouldn’t want to pry into 
someone else’s private life, but it surprised me that someone like Kelsey would be in a bad 
mood. She seemed to have everything going for her, and I hadn’t really thought about how 
she was a person with highs and lows too. 
 She stopped to think. “I don’t know,” she said. “Sometimes I just get sad about 
things, and I don’t feel like I have anybody to talk to.” She laughed it off. “It’s no big deal.” 
 Here it is, I thought. My chance to ask her out. Okay, Edgar, just say, “If you ever  
need anybody to talk to, you can talk to me.” Just say it. 
 “Well, you know,” I said, “you can go talk to the school counselor or something.” 
 What the hell? I thought. I’m supposed to ask her out for me, not for the school 
counselor. Where’d that come from? 
 “I don’t know,” she said. “I get the impression that Mrs. Waller would just tell the 
rest of the teachers anything you told her. Did you go talk with her after your mom died?” 
 “A little,” I said. “I didn’t want to. She pulled me out of class a couple times, but it 
was really uncomfortable, and I didn’t really say too much. She just stared at me and kind of 
weirded me out.” 
 We shared an uncomfortable silence, and I looked at one intersection in the tile floor. 
I noticed that the tiles didn’t line up exactly. 
 “I guess I didn’t really talk to anybody about it,” I added. 
 “Well,” Kelsey said, “if you want to talk about it sometime, I’ll talk with you.” 
 “Sure,” I said. “I’d like that.” 
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Twenty-five 
 I really wasn’t sure if Kelsey had asked me out on a date or whether we were just 
going to hang out as friends, but it seemed like she might have had a date-type rendezvous in 
mind when she made the vague suggestion that we should be in one another’s presence at a 
time-to-be-determined in an as-of-yet-undetermined place, and it put me in a great mood the 
rest of the day. I paid no attention through the rest of school, and only having to go back to 
the Whitford Site to do chores—to fix the goof-up from the morning—brought me down to 
earth.  
 Jay had been there sometime during the day, and he left new bottles of penicillin and 
tylosin in the refrigerator. He also left two cases of the strawberry-flavored amoxicillin 
powder on the desk. Next to the boxes was a note with his handwriting: 
 
Edgar, 
  Pigs in Building 2 look good. I gave some shots, so you don’t have to do that 
today. I also sorted out some culls to pen one to be destroyed. I left pen two open so 
you can sort gilts/barrows.  
  Building 1 needs amoxicillin for two more days. Otherwise, they’re good, 
except for the ones that need shots.  
  Half of Building 3 sells tomorrow. First load at five a.m. If you can’t be there, 
call me. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll assume you’ll be there. I shut off the feeders in 
Building 3 yesterday, so they won’t have feed before the sale. Flip the breaker to turn 
them back on once the hogs have left tomorrow. 
Thanks, Jay. 
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 I had gone to work dreading the sorting of the gilts and barrows. Now I found out that 
Jay wanted me to destroy more culls, which was much, much worse than sorting. 
 When I opened Building Two, I saw that there were five of them this time. 
 Not now, I thought, and I went to work sorting the gilts from the barrows in all of the 
mixed-up pens. It wasn’t hard work, but it took a long time. I had to look at each pig’s rear 
end to determine whether it was a gilt or a barrow. I started on the barrow side, and I just 
picked up the gilts by their hind legs and set them down in the alleyway. If they had been 
full-grown pigs, it would have been a nightmare. Luckily, they were just little ones that I 
could easily lift over the gates. 
 Once I got all of the gilts out of the barrow pens, I ran them all to pen two and closed 
the gate. I had purposefully left the first two pens empty for sorting purposes, but it didn’t 
look like I could use pen one now—now that it was currently serving as death row for the 
five culls. After all the gilts were jammed in pen two, I went through the gilt pens to sort the 
barrows out the same way. When they were all out in the alleyway, I started putting them 
back into the half-filled barrow pens until there were thirty piglets in each. Then I let out the 
gilts from pen two and put them into their new pens as well. 
 It looked like I finally had it the way it was supposed to be, and it turned out that 
Brandon had been right that morning. The numbers were even for both gilts and barrows. I 
could have signed the inventory sheet. 
 I was glad that Jay had gone through and given shots that day. It meant that the only 
thing I had left to do in that building was destroy the culls. But I knew that they weren’t 
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going anywhere, so I left them in pen one, shut off the lights, and locked up the building until 
the next day. Let them live another day, I thought. 
 Building One was easy. I mixed them some strawberry-flavored amoxicillin water 
and did a quick walk-through. I was giving fewer shots now that the pigs had been there for a 
week, and I was out of there in no time at all. 
 It was Building Three that gave me problems. There were two hogs that I had to drag 
to the dead shed, and they had been there for much longer than normal.   
  Jay had done chores on Sunday—he wanted to make sure everything was ready for 
the new pigs before they came—and he probably hadn’t even walked through Building 
Three. He’d probably just stepped inside and listened for sneezing animals or a leaky 
waterline, recorded the temperatures, shut off the feeders, and left without looking for any 
dead animals. There’s really no other explanation for it because it was clear that the carcasses 
had been there for a while and that the other animals had been hungry. 
  It wasn’t a pretty sight. 
 There were a few reasons for turning off the feeders before the pigs were sold. First, it 
makes the hogs’ weights stabilize. It’s easier to know exactly how much each hog weighs 
when it’s clear that it isn’t full of feed and manure, and the buyers pay a small premium to 
know how much weight is actually stuck to the animal’s ribs and not just undigested filler in 
its guts.  
  Second, it saves feed that would otherwise only be part-digested, and that hurts the 
bottom line.  
  And the third reason they did it, Jay told me, was so that the hunger starts to drive the 
pigs a little bit crazy. Pigs are naturally pretty clever animals, and if you deprive them of 
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food, like any other creature they’ll lose the academic edge, so to speak, which makes it 
easier when you’re trying to march them to their deaths. It’s a little like how you don’t want 
to take an important test without having breakfast. If the pigs aren’t a little off their game, 
they might get suspicious when people try to walk them up a chute into a truck, so they resist. 
And with each pig weighing almost three hundred pounds, a little resistance from each can 
make it difficult to empty a whole building. 
 Instead, Jay said, if you withhold enough feed to make them even a little bit hungry, 
you can dump a small amount of feed in the aisle and up the chute into the truck, and the pigs 
will walk right down the line. Every pig will want to be in the aisle, and they’ll push the pigs 
in front of them to get where they know there’s feed. The pigs in the aisle get pushed right up 
into the truck, and the truck drives to the slaughterhouse. 
 The problem that I now I had was that two of them died during their pre-slaughter 
fast. Normally, a couple dead pigs wouldn’t have been a big deal other than the work it 
would take to drag them out of the building. But the rest of these pigs were hungry and losing 
their senses, so it didn’t take long for them to find another method to cope with their hunger. 
 And by the time I got there on Monday afternoon, the cannibalism had taken hold. 
 I knew immediately when I walked into the building that something was wrong. I 
noticed the activity in pen six right away. Pigs were squealing and fighting, crowding around 
something, blood on their snouts. I knew that a pig was down, and the other pigs were after 
it. I just didn’t know if it was too late. 
 I fought through the pigs enough to see what was under the crowd. The pig was dead 
and lay on its side, its belly split open. Bluish-green guts spilled out onto the slatted floor 
beneath. The other hogs continued to push in order to get close, and my legs were pressed 
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between their compact bodies. They nudged their snouts against the flesh of the dead hog, 
tearing the soft tissue of its belly even further and exposing new organs to be gnawed. Fresh 
blood covered the floor. 
 I pushed harder to get the pigs out of the way and slapped them on the back when 
they were unresponsive. 
 “Move it!” I yelled, making my way to the dead hog so I could drag it to the aisle 
where it wouldn’t be further chewed up. 
 I grabbed one of its back legs with both hands, squared my shoulders, bent my legs 
and pulled. It was hard to hold on to, the dead leg slimy and slippery from the blood, saliva, 
and excrement. I pulled the hog through the mass of others a only a couple feet at a time, 
stopping occasionally when I lost my footing on the slippery floor or my hands slipped from 
the leg. Other times hungry hogs waged new attacks on the corpse and jumped on top of it, 
and I couldn’t drag two market-weight hogs at the same time. 
 The bloodlust had changed them. Their shrieks were wild and ear-piercing. An 
excitement carried through the confinement. Pigs in other pens were antsy too. They fought 
on their own even though they had no carcass to fight over. They’re crazy, I thought, and just 
then a pig bit the back of my upper arm as I pulled on the dead animal. 
 “Dammit!” I yelled. I stopped dragging the dead hog and turned my attention to the 
one that bit me. “Get away from me!” I yelled. I kicked it in the snout. It wasn’t fazed, and I 
kicked it harder, and again, until it finally backed off.  
  “Fucker!” I yelled before going back to pulling on the carcass. 
 Finally, after spending a lot of energy on the pulling, swearing, and kicking. I got the 
large dead pig to the aisle and pulled it away from the other animals. They tried to follow and 
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continue their meal, but I pushed them back with my foot and quickly closed the gate before 
they could get out. 
 I was out of breath. “Shit,” I said aloud to the hogs in pen six, who had just eaten their 
pen-mate of about twenty-five weeks. “You guys are a bunch of assholes, you know that?”  
 Out in the aisle, I rested for a moment, hunched over with my hands on my knees, and 
I decided to check the rest of the building while I caught my breath. At first I didn’t see the 
other one that had been left for much too long. But then I looked down in pen twenty-five 
and saw a foot that wasn’t connected to anything at all. I knew that the pen needed a closer 
look. 
 I stepped over the gate into the pen and began pushing the pigs away so I could check 
the floor. I saw it at the back of the pen, up against the wall. 
  Instead of just being partially ripped open like the other one had been, this pig had its 
entire back half separated from the front. The internal organs hadn’t just been exposed and 
spilled. They were gone. An earless head, the front legs, and a ribcage were all that remained, 
held together by thin pieces of skin, sinew, and muscle. The spine below the ribs was in 
pieces on the slat floor. Flies covered the pig’s face, eating the eyes and whatever else the 
other pigs had left. 
  The pigs in pen twenty-five weren’t wild like the others. They lay content, on the 
cement, their bellies full. One hog pushed a hip bone, picked bare of flesh, across the floor 
with its snout. Other bones, which looked like they were vertebrae, lay scattered through the 
pen. Even more, undoubtedly, had been pushed through the slats into the manure pit below. 
  I tried to prevent the gag reflex upon seeing the animal, but then I caught the smell 
coming from the chewed, rotten flesh—like sauerkraut cooking in the sun—and I turned 
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away so as not to puke. I hurried out of the pen and down toward the door at the end of the 
building, stepping out for some fresh air that wasn’t contaminated with the putrid smell of 
rotting flesh.  
  The brightness of the light and the smell of the outdoors was startling. For a moment, 
I just stood and breathed. Then I walked away from the building, across the gravel driveway, 
and into the bare field that neighbored the hog confinement.  
  The soil—in big, soft, clumps from when it had been worked the fall before—was 
black and still a little damp from Sunday’s rain, and my boots sank a little. The pleasant 
smell of the earth came up and met my nostrils, not sharp and hot like the ammonia smell 
inside the building, but warm and comforting like a garden freshly tilled.  
  I sat down on the ground right at the edge of the field.  
  This job sucks, I thought. Then I remembered that Kelsey kind of asked me out earlier 
that afternoon, and even though I was sitting in mud and covered with blood and manure, I 
couldn’t help but smile. 
 
 It took me a few minutes just sitting on the ground to get the motivation to get the 
gross dead pig out of pen twenty-seven. I knew that it would make me gag again, maybe 
puke. So I just sat outside for as long as I could, trying not to think about the gore that 
awaited me inside. I knew, though, that I had to get it out of there, regardless of how much I 
just wanted to leave it.  
 Inside the office, there was a snare made out of iron and cable, which could be used 
to drag dead pigs. It had a hook that clipped right around a trailer hitch of a truck, so you 
could drag pigs with a vehicle if they were a long distance from the dead shed. I occasionally 
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used it when a large pig in one of the buildings away from the road died, but for the most 
part, it just sat in the corner of the office. I thought that maybe I could figure out a way to use 
it and avoid getting too close to the dead hog. 
 It wasn’t the most convenient thing in the world, but I was able to get the cable snare 
around one of the pig’s front feet without getting close. I kept my coveralls over my nose to 
shield myself from the smell, and reached as far as I could. The other pigs in the pen, 
satisfied from lunching on their peer, mostly ignored me. I tightened the cable by pulling on 
the rods of the snare, and began to pull. Please, God, don’t let this disgusting animal fall 
apart any more than it already has, I prayed. Please make it not smell so horrible. Help me 
not puke. 
 Right then, after I’d started to pull, the cable slipped off the pig’s foot, and I fell 
backward. My lower back slammed into the stainless steel feeder. “Son of a bitch!” I yelled. I 
got up as quickly as I’d fallen, threw down the snare, and hobbled around, holding my 
tailbone. 
 “Screw this,” I said. “I’m done. I’m quitting this damn job.” I yelled to the pigs in the 
buildings, “You hear that, you filthy assholes? I quit! You can all eat shit and die!” 
 I picked up the snare, stepped into the aisle of the confinement, shut the gate of the 
pen, and limped out of the building. 
 
 “What do you mean, ‘you quit’?” Jay asked. 
 “What do you mean, ‘what do I mean’?”  I said through the phone in the office. “I 
quit. I’m not doing chores anymore.” 
 “Well, you need to give two weeks’ notice before you quit.” 
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 “So you’re saying I can’t just quit?” I asked. 
 “Right,” Jay said. “You have to tell me two weeks before you want to quit before you 
can actually quit. That way we can find someone to replace you. Come on, Edgar. You knew 
that.” 
 “But I want to quit now. Today. Right this second.” 
 “Well, who would do chores while we found someone new?” 
 Your mom, I thought.  
“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t care.” 
“Well, we’re pretty short-staffed the way it is,” Jay said. “We need someone to do 
chores.” 
“I understand that,” I said. “I just don’t want that someone to be me.” 
 “It’s going to have to be you for two weeks.” 
 “What if I don’t show up?” I asked. 
 “I don’t know. The pigs might die, and then who knows? Maybe the company would 
sue you for the price of the hogs dead from your negligence. I’m not sure.” 
 “They could do that?” I asked. I was skeptical. 
 “I suppose.” 
 “I doubt it,” I said. 
 “You never know. Do you really want to find out?” 
 “No.” Suddenly I was worried. 
 “Then you should probably not quit.” 
 “So I have to work two more weeks?” 
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 “Yep,” Jay said. “After that, you can be done. I’ll fill out the paperwork tomorrow 
and say you’ve put in your two weeks if you want. Personally, though, I’d like to see you 
stay. You do good work.” 
 I didn’t know whether to say “Thank you” or “Fuck you.” I felt like I was being 
blackmailed. 
 “All right. Whatever,” I said. “But in two weeks, I’m done.” 
 “I’m sorry to hear that,” Jay said. “And one more thing.” 
 “What’s that?” 
  “Can you be there tomorrow morning to help load out Building Three?” 
 “Yeah,” I said. “I’ll be there.” 
 And without another word, I set the phone in the receiver on the desk. 
 “This sucks,” I said to myself, and I leaned forward in the office chair and set my face 
in my hands. 
 
 I just sat in the office and brooded. I still had blood and manure all over my blue 
coveralls and I still wore the clear, plastic boots over my old tennis shoes. I stunk. And I was 
mad. 
 I was mad at everything and everyone. I was mad at the pigs for dying. Couldn’t they 
have just lived a few more days until they were killed anyway? It would have saved me a lot 
of energy. And why’d the other ones have to be so brutal, tearing open the dead ones? 
 And of course, I knew that being mad at them was useless. It wasn’t their fault. 
Maybe I was mad at North Central Pork of Iowa and the entire farm industry for the way hog 
farming had changed from the way it had been when I was a kid. 
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  I was mad at Jay for not letting me quit and making me do all of his dirty work while 
he sat in the main office with his thumb in his butt. 
 But even if Jay had let me quit, Dad would have disapproved, so I was mad at him 
too. I could almost hear his voice in my head. You should finish what you start, he’d say. You 
don’t want to be a quitter, do you? 
 And I could hear it from the guys at school. You a baby or something, Igor? A couple 
dead hogs got you running scared? Just quit—give up—and that’ll solve your problems? 
 And then I realized that the voices in my head were right. I was being a quitter. I was 
being a baby. I was running away from my problems, and I sure wasn’t going to save my 
mom like I’d planned when I took the job all those months before because, as silly as might 
sound, that’s really why I did it. 
 I thought I could help save her. After hearing all the talk about money—health 
insurance, preexisting conditions, hog prices, feed costs—I’d gotten it into my head that it 
wasn’t about life and death. It was about money and death. I thought that getting the job was 
the right thing to do, that it would lighten the load some. Maybe I could help pay for some 
miracle cure. I didn’t know. 
  It was just a pipe dream, but one that I started to believe in. 
 I’d even been excited about the prospect of helping her, and the excitement had been 
in my voice when I told her I got the job. 
  “Jay said that with my experience with pigs, I can start at twelve dollars an hour,”  I 
said.  
  Mom smiled from her hospital bed and just held my hand. Her eyes took on a sad 
quality. 
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  “Usually they start people at ten,” I added proudly. 
 She sighed and said, “You’re a good kid.” Then she squeezed my hand lightly with 
her fragile fingers. 
 I didn’t know what she meant at the time. I’d always thought that a  “good kid” was 
one who worked hard, followed orders, did what he was supposed to do. If I did that stuff, I’d 
be on the right track. I’d earn money, help with bills—all that Horatio Alger, pull-myself-up-
by-the-bootstraps stuff—and eventually everything would be okay. 
 I thought she was saying that she was proud of me for getting the job. 
  But now I realized that I couldn’t have been more wrong. She never meant, “You’re a 
good kid because of what you’ve done.”  
  She meant, “You’re a good kid because of who you are.” 
  And in the context of the job, she wasn’t trying to give me praise. 
 She was trying to warn me. 
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Twenty-six 
 The next morning, I got early up to load pigs, even though I’d quit, and ate cereal 
with Dad before his first day as a driver for North Central Pork. He wasn’t happy that I’d put 
in my two week notice. I knew that he’d be mad, but he didn’t give me a lecture, either, 
which was a nice surprise. “Anyway,” I told him while I fished in my milk for raisins that 
had escaped me, “I’ll find something else. People are always looking for easily exploited 
high schoolers to do jobs that no one else wants.” He nodded, and nothing more was said 
about it. 
  At the Whitford Site, I stood behind the truck and watched his facial expressions in 
the side mirrors as the trailer backed toward the chute. He couldn’t reverse as smoothly as the 
other guys, and he looked nervous and frustrated when the trailer didn’t lead exactly the way 
he wanted it to. He stopped several times before he got all the way back to the chute, and I 
had to yell at him to keep coming. I put my hands in the air and showed him how much room 
he still needed to go. Once he started trusting me and realized that I wasn’t going to have him 
crash into the chute, he backed with ease into the right place. I gave him a thumbs up.  
  After we loaded his trailer, and he was ready to drive the load of hogs to the 
slaughterhouse, I told him what a nice job he’d done. 
 “You’re a natural,” I said. 
 Dad didn’t say anything. He just smiled. 
  
 Two days later, at lunch, we stared at the processed meat in front of us and talked 
about girls. I didn’t really want to talk about Kelsey with Jeff sitting right there. He hadn’t 
  188 
said anything to me since the party, but I still wasn’t very comfortable around him. So I kept 
my mouth shut, hoping that the talk of girls wouldn’t include me, but Phil brought it up. 
  “So, Edgar, when are you going to take Kelsey out?” he asked with a mouthful of 
Salisbury steak. “Where are you going to go?” He shoved more of the gray patty into his 
mouth. Gravy ran down his chin, and he wiped it with his shirt sleeve. 
 “I don’t know,” I said. “I, uh, I’m not sure she even asked me out.”  
  I could feel Jeff’s eyes on me. 
 Todd pushed his mashed potatoes around his plate. “So it’s like you aren’t even 
dating, huh?” 
 “Yeah,” I said, defensively. “Because we’re not. We haven’t even talked about it.” 
 And that much was true. It had been three days since she made the vague reference in 
English class about going out, and since then, I hadn’t so much as made eye contact with her. 
The day before, between math and English, I’d tried to time my walk past her locker just 
right so that she’d be shutting the door as I got there, making it convenient for her to walk 
with me to class, but just as she shut the door of her locker, she turned back and fiddled with 
her combination. 
 “Dang it,” she said, before opening the door and rummaging through the locker to 
retrieve whatever it was she’d forgotten. 
 Of course, I just kept walking. I didn’t want to appear like I was desperate to walk 
with her, even though I was. 
 Other attempts at “accidental” meetings were fruitless as well. I had gone to school 
early on Tuesday and Wednesday, hoping to see her and possibly strike up a conversation in 
the halls, but on Tuesday, I waited near the lockers until I nearly had to run to get to study 
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hall before the tardy bell, and on Wednesday, Jeff had her locker staked out, and she was 
busy trying to brush him off. 
 “You’re just going to have to ask her out,” Todd said, “without any room for 
interpretation.” 
 “I don’t know,” I said. “What would I say?” 
 “I got it,” Ron said. “Say, ‘What are you doing after school today?’ and when she 
says, ‘I don’t know,” say, ‘How about me?’” Ron wiggled his eyebrows up and down and 
then looked into his crotch before wagging his tongue around in his mouth. 
 “That’s a good way to get charges pressed against you,” said Todd. “You need to be 
more subtle than that.” 
 Jeff spoke up, vitriol in his voice. “If you’re going to do it, just be a man about it, and 
do it,” he said. “But I don’t think you have the balls to go through with it.” 
 I wasn’t sure whether he meant that I didn’t have the balls to ask her out or whether 
he meant that I didn’t have the balls to face him afterward. Probably both. 
 “Are you still mad she dumped you?” Ron asked Jeff. 
 Jeff dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “Of course not. That was weeks 
ago.” He turned toward me. “I just think Igor here needs to quit being a faggot and go ask her 
out already. I dare you.” 
 That got Phil and Ron laughing, and I immediately wished that I had never told Phil 
about it the day before. 
 “Forget these idiots, Edgar,” Todd said. “They’d probably pee their pants if a girl so 
much as smiled at them.” 
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 “Whatever,” Jeff said. “I could get any chick in this school.” He looked to his right 
and left to see what Ron and Phil thought. They looked skeptical. 
 “Really, tough guy?” Todd asked. “Then go ask out Teresa Miller. Right now. She’s 
sitting over by the teacher’s table.” 
 “No,” Jeff said. “I don’t want to go out with her, and even if I did, she’s dating 
what’s-his-face from Prairie Hill or whatever.” 
 “Chut?” Ron said.  
 “No,” said Phil. “Cindy’s dating him. And it’s Chet. I don’t think Chut is even a 
name” 
 “You never know. It could be,” said Ron. 
 “It doesn’t matter,” said Phil. “Teresa’s not dating him. She’s dating that other guy. I 
can’t think of his name. Starts with a ‘b.’ Blaze or something? Bear? Boris?” 
 “Who cares?” said Todd, turning back toward Jeff. “And don’t lie. Of course you 
want to go out with Teresa. She’s gorgeous. We all want to go out with her. And you said 
that you could have any girl in this school. So prove it.” 
 “No,” Jeff said, getting red. “I don’t have to.” 
 “That’s because you’re the one who doesn’t have any balls,” Todd said. 
 I was surprised that Todd was talking to Jeff like this. Usually it was the other way 
around, with Jeff insulting Todd. 
 “What do you know about it, you queer?” Jeff said. “You’d rather screw Igor than 
any woman.” 
 Jeff pointed to me as he said it, and it made me feel pretty awkward. 
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 “You’re an idiot,” Todd said. “You don’t even get it. I’m simply pointing out the 
irony that you claim that you could go out with any girl in school but you’re too much of a 
baby to do anything about it.” 
 Jeff shot back with, “Why don’t you just go read some more of your faggy-ass books, 
you fucking queer?” 
 Todd laughed. “Right. That makes sense. Reading makes a person a homosexual.” 
 “No, sucking Igor’s dick makes you a homo,” Jeff said. “Reading’s just a hobby that 
keeps you from choking.” 
 Now I was starting to get mad at Jeff, who kept making it sound like Todd and I were 
a gay couple, and Todd was really getting ticked off. His jaw muscles clenched, and his 
cheeks turned red. What had started as joking around was becoming much more serious. The 
smile on Todd’s face disappeared. He glared across the table at Jeff, who sat behind his lunch 
tray, daring him to do something. Phil, who sat next to Jeff, had scooted his chair away a 
little and looked nervous, as though something was about to happen. Ron, on the other side, 
leaned forward in his chair and watched intently to see what Todd would do. I glanced to my 
right to see Todd’s reaction, but I didn’t want to stare, so I looked back at Jeff, who sat 
staring at Todd with an almost sinister smile. He leaned back in his chair and started to laugh. 
I noticed that I had a knot in my stomach, and I wished that Jeff would wipe the grin off his 
face. 
 “What? Gonna cry?” he asked Todd. “That sounds about right.” 
 “We all know that I could wipe the floor with you,” Todd said. 
 “Prove it.” 
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 Todd stood up as if he were going to prove it, and Jeff, a little panicked, stood as 
well, but nothing happened. They just stared at one another for a second, and Todd picked up 
his half-eaten lunch. 
  “No,” Todd said. “You’re not worth it.” He turned around and walked away from the 
table.  
 Jeff watched him walk away, and his look of panic that showed when Todd stood 
turned back into the smug smile, but only for a moment. He turned his stare directly to me, 
and the knot in my stomach tightened with each second that he looked at me. His smile 
disappeared, and contempt filled his eyes, as if to say, You’ll get yours, and he yelled across 
the lunchroom to Todd, who now walked away down the aisle that separated us from the 
elementary kids. 
 “Hey, Groves,” he yelled, still looking at me, “why don’t you take your little 
girlfriend with you?” 
 The knot of nerves in my stomach clenched. I felt my face turn red hot, and in a 
second, without thinking, I was climbing over the table. I didn’t just want to fight him. I 
wanted to hurt him. I wanted him to cry. I wanted him to feel all of the pain that I had inside 
of me.  
 His nose, I thought. I’ll break his nose. It would take one crisp, close-fisted jab, I 
figured, to the middle of his face to blind him, to fill his eyes with tears, and I could go on 
and hurt the rest of him, bit by bit, with precision. First I’d slam my fist into his gut to double 
him over. Then I’d lift my knee into his face and drop him to the ground. Then I’d start the 
kicks, wherever they might land.  
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 But it didn’t happen the way I figured. As I climbed over the table, I slipped on a 
lunch tray, and I began to fall to the side. My momentum carried me into Jeff, and as I fell to 
the floor on his side of the table I got a hold of his shirt and brought him down to the floor 
with me. On his side of the table, in a slippery pile of chairs and lunch trays, we wrestled for 
position.  
 I found myself on top of him, my legs straddling him. I was in a good position to start 
throwing punches, and I aimed my right fist toward his nose. He moved his head to dodge the 
punch, and my knuckles only grazed his cheekbone and hit the tile floor. I fell forward with 
the momentum of my punch, and he grabbed me around my neck and pulled me down. We 
wrestled some more, and he managed to get on top of me and started throwing punches that 
were much more accurate than the one I’d thrown. The first one landed directly on my nose, 
the spot where I planned to hit him first.  
 I felt the blood begin to rush through my stinging nostrils. My eyes filled with tears, 
and I couldn’t see. The next punch landed on my lower lip, and another struck me on the side 
of my head. I tried to shield myself with my arms, but soon, my arms felt heavy, and I could 
hear the sound of head bouncing on the tile floor with each punch to my face. It sounded like 
a basketball being slowly dribbled, and I knew there was nothing I could do to stop it. The 
punching continued, and I remember seeing red as his fist slammed into my eye. I could hear 
voices yelling, but they were miles away, and my arms, growing heavier with each second, 
lay at my side. I could feel something tugging at me, but it tugged in every direction: up, 
down, left, right, and out, as if I were slowly being pulled apart. 
  The last thing I remember I was looking at fists as they came down slowly and 
silently at my face like large snowflakes on a windless day. Then they backed away with the 
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sound of bubbles popping. Bup. Bup. Bup. And it seemed like there was something wrong 
with the fists. They’re backwards, I thought. Your hands are on the wrong arms, Dad. 
They’re backwards and red.  
Isn’t that peculiar? 
 
  The next thing I vaguely remember I was in the principal’s office. I don’t know how I 
got there. Regardless, there I was, and I sat in a chair, facing Mrs. Slaught at her desk. 
 “Why don’t you tell me how this all started?” she asked. 
 “It was a fight,” I said, feeling like someone deep inside of me was doing all the 
talking for me. “Is it time to go back to the farrowing nursery now?” 
 “What farrowing nursery?” 
 “You know,” I said, “with the baby pigs and the rye field outside.” 
 “What are you talking about?” 
 The voice inside me sounded frustrated. “Mom, you know,” it said. Where the baby 
pigs are.” 
 “I’m not your mom, Edgar. Your mom—” 
 “Mom’s dead!” the voice yelled. I didn’t know why it was so angry. “I know she’s 
dead! Just take me back to the farrowing nursery! Everything will be all right. Just take me 
back!” 
 The voice began crying, but I didn’t feel sad. I felt numb. It was as if I were separated 
from myself, and I couldn’t do anything about it. Nothing made sense. My voice came from 
inside me. It wouldn’t stop yelling. 
 “I think you’re going to need to see a doctor,” Mrs. Slaught said. 
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 “Please,” the voice pleaded through the sobbing, “no more doctors.” 
  
 The trip to the doctor seemed like a dream, and afterward I only remembered a few 
weird details about it, the way a nightmare fades after you’ve been awake for a few minutes, 
but you can still remember a few details. 
 The doctor said something about a plate under my left eyeball. I remember that he 
pointed with a clicky pen at an x-ray of my head. The image looked like a Halloween 
skeleton, smiling at me with familiar teeth. The doctor kept clicking the pen while he talked 
to Dad. I smiled back to the skeleton. 
 “Extremely fragile plate,” he said. Click. “Edgar’s eyeball could fall further into the 
socket if it’s pushed any more.” Click. 
 I also heard something about a scratched cornea. Click. Eyepatch. Click, click. Just 
overnight. 
 “Make sure he doesn’t rub it.” Click. He slowed down his speech to talk to me like I 
was five and got way too close to my face. “You got that, Edgar? Don’t rub it. You wouldn’t 
want the damage to be permanent, would you?” 
 “Hi, skeleton,” I said. 
 I remember hearing my own laugh come deep from the middle of nowhere, and the 
next thing I knew, I was at home in my own bed, and the house was dark. 
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Twenty-seven 
 I stayed home from school and work on Thursday because I had a pretty nasty 
concussion and a scratched cornea, and the doctor just wanted me to hang around at home to 
get some rest and avoid getting hit in the head. So I did nothing for a day except sit around 
and watch daytime television. The soap operas and talk shows appeared a little blurry 
through my scratched eye. 
Occasionally, I had to put eye drops in, and when I did, I checked myself out in the 
mirror to see if my face was healing. It really didn’t seem like it. My eyes were puffy pretty 
much all the way around, my lower lip was cracked and swollen, and I had a big scratch 
along my left cheek. My nose wasn’t broken and looked pretty much normal, but it had a 
tendency to start gushing blood without warning, so I carried around a roll of toilet paper all 
day just in case of any nosebleed emergencies. 
 Dad wasn’t home most of the day. He was driving one of the North Central Pork 
trucks that morning—the rest of the pigs from Building Two that hadn’t been slaughtered on 
Tuesday were sold that day—and Dad took one of the loads. He actually stopped by on the 
way to the slaughterhouse with a full trailer to see if I was doing okay. 
 “Jay said he’d do chores for you today,” he told me. 
 I wondered if Jay would destroy the culls for me or if he would leave them for 
another day. Initially, I thought that it would be better if he did it—at least I wouldn’t have to 
kill them—but I started to hope that he would just leave them alone. 
  Later, Dad stopped by again, but he had to go into school for a meeting with Mrs. 
Slaught and Jeff’s parents—who ended up being no-shows anyway—about the fight, and 
when he got home he told me that I got three days of in-school suspension. Jeff was 
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suspended out-of-school for three days. I was surprised, and a little disappointed, that it 
wasn’t the other way around. 
 I didn’t want to go back to school. I wasn’t sure what type of reception I’d get when I 
walked through the door with my mangled face. My black eyes, I have to admit, made me 
look kind of tough, but I wasn’t proud of being the kid who got beaten up, especially since I 
was the one who started the fight. But my in-school suspension wouldn’t start until I went 
back, I figured, so after one day at home, I decided to go back to school.   
  I did feel a lot better the next morning. The swelling had gone down around my eyes, 
my nose had stopped being Old Faithful, and my head didn’t hurt anymore, but I still looked 
and felt like crap. I didn’t have much choice but to go back, though.   
 
 When I finally got back to school, Mrs. Slaught seemed to take some pity on me, 
seeing as how I was on the losing side of the battle and had never been in much trouble 
before. Sure, she put me in the little prison next to her office, which was actually a stuffy 
little supply closet with a desk, but she kept coming in to check on me and offer some dark 
chocolate from her personal stash. 
  It was pretty quiet in there, and I got a lot of my homework done, but about halfway 
through the day Jeff’s dad Gerald came in to complain about the punishment for his son. The 
walls were pretty thick, and the door to my storage closet was closed, but Gerald Kessler was 
extremely loud in Mrs. Slaught’s office. 
 “The Hildal kid starts it,” he yelled, “and my boy gets kicked out of school?” 
 Mrs. Slaught said something muffled. 
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 “With all due respect, my ass,” Gerald said. “You expect my boy to sit there and do 
nothing while some freaked-out little shit attacks him?” 
 More muffled voices from Mrs. Slaught. I wished she would speak up a little. 
 “The other boys said that?” Gerald said. “I doubt it. They’re just siding with the kid 
because his mom’s dead. My son wouldn’t say those things.” 
 “He admitted it to me,” Mrs. Slaught said. Finally, she was speaking up. Also, I had 
put my ear up against the wall so I could hear a little better. That might have helped. 
 “Well, maybe he’s right,” Gerald said. “That Groves kid is a little light in the loafers. 
But that’s what boys do. They bust each other’s balls. It’s not like he was hurting anyone.” 
 “How can you say that he wasn’t hurting anyone? Those are very vulgar insults. And 
he gave Edgar a concussion, Mr. Kessler.” 
 “The kid deserved it.” 
 “He deserved to be kicked in the head?” 
 “If you throw a rock at me, I’m gonna throw a brick back at you, and I’ll teach my 
boys to do the same. Not this touchy-feely-woman bullshit you got going on here.” 
 Great philosophy, I thought. 
 “I’m sorry, Mr. Kessler,” said Mrs. Slaught, “but I’m going to have to ask you to 
leave my office. I won’t sit here and listen to your sexist insults.” 
 “Was a time when a woman—” 
 “Either leave or I’m calling the police.” Her voice was loud and firm. 
 Gerald didn’t say anything for a second. I imagined him staring at her, trying to 
intimidate with his large frame the way his son Jeff did. Then he started talking. He must not 
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have wanted anyone beside Mrs. Slaught to hear what he was saying because his voice was 
muffled and quiet, yet forceful. 
 Then I heard Mrs. Slaught’s office door slam, and Gerald’s footsteps went past the 
door of my closet. I felt trapped inside even though there was no way that he could have 
known I was in there. As he rushed past the door, I could hear him mumbling. 
 I waited a moment, frozen in place, like a scared rabbit. I wanted to come out, but I 
didn’t want Gerald Kessler to see me. I listened for any sign of life from Mrs. Heck’s office. 
Maybe he killed her, I thought. I doubted it, but who knew? Maybe he’d done it silently, like 
an assassin on television. Maybe he grabbed her and broke her neck before she could scream. 
I waited and listened. My anxiety got worse and worse, until I had to know. 
  I opened the door to the ISS room and peeked into the hallway. I looked left to see if 
Mr. Kessler was still around in the office. He wasn’t. I looked right to Mrs. Slaught’s door. It 
was still closed. I stepped toward it and knocked. 
 “Come in,” she answered. 
 Good, I thought. She’s not dead.  
 I pushed open the door. Mrs. Slaught sat at her desk, the phone at her ear trembling in 
her hand. “What do you need, Edgar?” 
 “I, um.” I wasn’t prepared. I hadn’t thought of what to say or do in the case that she 
hadn’t actually been murdered. “Are you okay?” 
 A sad smile came to her lips. “You heard all that?” 
 I nodded. 
 “I’m okay,” she said. 
 “If you need anything,” I said, “I’m right next door.” 
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 “Thanks.” 
  I backed out of the room and went back to my closet to continue my homework. Then 
there was a knock on my door. 
  “Yes?” I answered. 
 Mrs. Slaught peeked in at me. “I could use a favor,” she said. 
 “Sure,” I said. 
 “Edgar,” she asked, “did you know that I smoke?” 
 Everyone knew that she snuck out through the gym and smoked in her car, but I 
feigned ignorance and asked, “You smoke?” 
 She confessed how she snuck out to do it. 
 “Well, I don’t smoke, Mrs. Slaught, if you’re wanting to bum a cigarette or a lighter 
off of me or something.” 
 “No,” she said. “I just... I don’t know if he’s gone.” She looked out in the hallway. 
“And I think I would feel a lot better if someone would walk with me down to the gym.” 
 We didn’t walk straight to the gym. We went the long way, through the basement of 
the old part of the building and past the boiler room. We didn’t really talk at all. 
 There were no lockers down in this part of the school. The painted cinder block walls 
were bare except for one red spirit poster that had been put up by the cheerleaders. The 
bottom right corner was ripped off, but you could still read “Go Tigers!” pretty clearly if you 
imagined the lower parts of the s and exclamation point. In the bottom left corner, someone 
had written “Slaught sucks!” in blue pen. I looked at Mrs. Slaught to see if she noticed. If she 
had, she didn’t react. 
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 We continued walking, and the ceiling above me shook. We were right under the 
gym. A P.E. class was running above us, and as they stampeded across the gym floor, the 
florescent lights of the hallway rattled, creating a slight strobe effect. 
 The band room on the left was quiet and dark when we walked past. It must have 
been Ms. Vulgabeck’s break period. Further ahead on the right, the shop was running in high 
gear. The sounds of machinery and yelling came through the door—not like anyone was in 
trouble, though. Just habit. Everyone yelled in order to be heard over the loud machinery. As 
we walked past, I peeked in the small square window in the door, and a blue flicker on the far 
end of the shop confirmed my suspicions that it was welding class. Ron was in that class, and 
Jeff normally was, but not today.  
  At this time, I would have been in Mr. Tracy’s creative writing class. With Kelsey. 
Whom I still hadn’t asked out. 
 The kids above stampeded again, this time the other way across the gym floor. I 
wondered what game they were playing, and Mrs. Slaught and I continued on our way. 
 We walked past the door of the boys’ locker room and past the weight room, which 
was locked up and quiet until after school, and we made my way up the stairs. The narrow 
stairway came up into the foyer that served as the front entrance of the gym, or the back 
entrance to the school, however you wanted to look at it. It was quiet too. On Friday nights in 
winter, it would be crowded with people who came to see the basketball games. They’d line 
up and buy their admission tickets from the small window, then mill around talking with one 
another, looking at the trophies and photos before going into the gym. They’d discuss the two 
state champion teams: the boys of ‘73 and the girls of ‘94. Then they’d find that the bustle of 
people had herded them in front of the concession stand—or maybe their kids had pulled 
  202 
them by the hand—and they’d shrug and ask themselves, “Why not?” before getting in line 
for a bag of popcorn and peanut M&M’s, which they’d mix together in the white paper bag, 
translucent from popcorn grease. The music from the brass instruments of the pep band 
would emanate from the stage at the end of the gym, and the sounds of the crowd and of 
basketballs bouncing during warm-ups would drift out into the foyer and to the concession 
stand, where people had to shout to order their candy and popcorn. 
 But now the place was quiet except for occasional shrieks and yells from the 
elementary kids playing their game in the gym. 
 Mrs. Slaught stepped to the back door, which she opened only part way in order to 
make sure that Gerald Kessler was nowhere around. 
 I stayed inside the foyer while Mrs. Slaught went to her car to smoke. 
 I walked toward the door to the gym and peeked through the window. The elementary 
class inside was playing a game that I hadn’t thought about in years. It was called “Chickens 
Come Home,” and I could tell they were just getting ready to start a new game because they 
were all volunteering to be the parent chicken or the fox. Kids were crowded around Mr. 
Slider and jumping up and down with their hands in the air, as if jumping would give them 
an advantage when it came to being picked. Mr. Slider chose a small blonde girl with pigtails 
and a purple shirt to be Mother Hen, and she ran to the stage end of the gym, The rest of the 
class stood at the other end, and in the middle circle of the gym stood the kid that Mr. Slider 
had chosen to be Fox, a small boy with a little light brown patch of hair on the top of his 
head. The hair on the sides of his head was cropped so close to his scalp that he appeared 
bald except for the patch on top. 
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 Mother Hen, when the rest of the class was ready on the other end of the gym, yelled 
in a voice much too big to belong to her, “Chickens, come home!” 
 The class, in slow unison, replied, “We can’t! The fox will get us!” 
 Then little pig-tailed Mother Hen cupped her hands over her mouth and yelled, 
“Come home anyway!” 
 As soon as she said it, the gym became chaotic. All the little kids ran toward Mother 
Hen. They screamed. Some ran straight there while others took circuitous routes or zig-
zagged across the floor. The little boy who was Fox chased them all, tagging as many as he 
could before they got to Mother Hen. Fox caught three chickens, two boys and a girl, and 
they joined him in the middle circle of the gym floor. The rest got to the end and were safe 
with Mother Hen. 
 Before the next round, Mother Hen ran to the other end of the gym to abandon her 
chickens, just after they had begun to feel safe from the danger presented by the Foxes, of 
which there were now four, the original and the three kids that he caught. 
 Then Mother Hen yelled again to her remaining brood, “Chickens, come home!” 
 Again they answered, “We can’t! The foxes will get us!” 
 And she yelled back, “Come home anyway!” 
 The chickens ran across the gym floor, again screaming, and the foxes gave chase, 
turning more chickens into foxes. 
 I watched for a few minutes until only one chicken remained, separated from Mother 
Hen by the rest of the class in the middle of the gym, all of them foxes. The last chicken, a 
girl taller—and apparently faster—than the rest, wearing yellow shorts and a maroon tank top 
stood across from mother hen, who called, “Chicken, come home!” 
  204 
 “I can’t! The foxes will get me!” 
 “Come home anyway!” 
 She had no chance against the mob. They were all over her, laughing as they grabbed 
at her arms, some growling, some pretending to gobble her up. 
 Mr. Slider blew his whistle to break up the mob. “New game,” he yelled. “Who wants 
to be Mother Hen or Daddy Rooster?” 
 The foxes lost their appetite and moved to Mr. Slider, who stood along the bleachers. 
Hands flew into the air. Mr. Slider looked over the crowd of pleading faces, and he picked a 
boy with red hair to be Daddy Rooster and a girl with black hair to be Fox. 
 Mrs. Slaught came back in and stood beside me at the doorway to the gym. She had 
masked the odor of her cigarette with a flowery perfume. 
 “Ready to go back?” she asked.  
  I knew she meant the little supply closet next to her office, but I imagined that 
maybe—just maybe—she meant my childhood, and I nodded. 
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Twenty-eight 
 “Can we stop by my locker before we go back?” I asked Mrs. Slaught as we walked 
out of the gym. “I need to get a book or something. I’m pretty much done with all my 
homework.” 
 “Sure,” she said. “I’ll just meet you back at the office. I’m not so stressed out 
anymore. Thanks for walking with me, Edgar.” 
 “No problem.” 
 It was true that I needed to go to my locker, but when Mrs. Slaught said that I could 
come back on my own, a new plan began to develop in my mind. I still needed to ask Kelsey 
out, and it was starting to get to the point where I had to do it soon, or it would never happen. 
I probably wouldn’t have the guts to just call her up and ask her, so I needed to do it at 
school. The problem was, it was already Friday, and if I waited after the weekend, I’d 
probably just put it off further. 
 I decided that I was finally going to ask her out, and I was going to do it that day, 
right then. 
  She would be in Mr. Tracy’s class, and she always sat near the door in the front of the 
room. I figured that if I walked by, I might be able to get her attention. The problem was, 
though, that I probably wouldn’t be able to get her attention and ask her out without getting 
the attention of the entire class, which would be pretty embarrassing. Maybe if I went all the 
way into the room on the guise that I had a school-related question, I could ask her out 
discreetly when no one was paying attention. 
 I decided that I’d pretend that I had a question about my Humpy the Dog story. I’d 
tell Mr. Tracy that I needed to ask Kelsey a question about Humpy. Then I’d ask her out.  
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  I stared into my locker and thought about my plan while I looked for something to 
make it look like I was on official school-related business. 
 I grabbed my writing notebook and a pen, which I put behind my ear. No, I need more 
than this, I thought. I added my writing handbook to the pile, but still it didn’t look like 
enough. The writing handbook was only about the same thickness as my notebook, but most 
of my other books were in the office storage closet, and I didn’t have much else even in my 
locker at that point. So despite the fact that we never used our biology textbooks—mine 
hadn’t left my locker since mid-term—I grabbed it and shoved it under my arm. 
 With the science book, the writing handbook, and the notebook, the stack under my 
arm looked just about right. 
 I closed my locker and walked toward the door of Mr. Tracy’s room, going over what 
I might say, working on the inflection in my head. 
 Hey, Kelsey, I was wondering if you had any plans for dinner tonight. 
 Hello, you must be from Tennessee because you’re the only ten I see! 
 Hi. I’ve had an unhealthy obsession with you for a while now, so I think we should go 
on a date tonight! 
 Kelsey, if you don’t have plans for dinner tonight, I’d be honored if you would join 
me. 
 Hey, wanna go out and have some sexy times?  
 Hi, Kelsey. Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? 
 None of them seemed to sound right.  
 I walked past the other classroom doors, looking in as I passed. All the teachers had 
their doors open to keep a breeze going through the rooms, and I couldn’t help but look in to 
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see what was going on. I even made eye contact with Mrs. Grimy as I walked past her room. 
Her class was silent, taking a test, and she sat at her desk looking across the front of her 
classroom, just staring out into the hallway. I hoped that she didn’t think too much about my 
being in the hallway even though I was supposed to be in ISS. 
  Soon, I approached the door to Mr. Tracy’s classroom, but I couldn’t figure out what 
to say. I decided to abort the mission, and I stopped and stood in the middle of the hallway, 
not knowing what to do. 
 I had just walked past several classroom doors, all of them open. I couldn’t just turn 
around and go back. The teachers, Mrs. Grimy especially, would see me, and it would look 
like I was wandering the halls. Sure, that’s what I was doing, but I couldn’t make it appear 
that way. Especially since I was supposed to be in in-school suspension until Tuesday. 
 I stood there for a second, and decided the safest thing was to keep moving. I figured 
I’d walk past Mr. Tracy’s room and go to the drinking fountain further down the hall. It 
would at least buy me some time. 
 I started walking again, and just as I got even with Mr. Tracy’s door, a voice behind 
me startled me. “Edgar,” Mrs. Grimy said, “aren’t you supposed to be in the office right 
now?”  
 I stopped in my tracks, right outside Mr. Tracy’s open door, and turned back to her. 
She had stepped out of her classroom and stood facing me with her hands on her hips. 
 “Uh, yeah,” I said. “I just have to ask Mr. Tracy a question about my assignment. 
Mrs. Slaught knows I’m out here.” 
 “Okay,” she said. “Just checking.” 
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 I didn’t want to look into Mr. Tracy’s doorway. I could feel the stares from the other 
kids. I knew that everyone in the classroom had heard me talking to Mrs. Grimy, and now, to 
make good on my lie, I had to ask Mr. Tracy a question about my assignment. 
 Mr. Tracy met me in the doorway. I tried to peek around him to see what was going 
on in class, but I couldn’t see around his pudgy frame.  
 “What’s up?” he said. “You look pretty rough and tumble with those black eyes. Got 
a question?” 
 “I have a question for Kelsey. She was my partner the other day.” 
 “What was your story again?” 
 “Humpy the dog,” I said. 
 Mr. Tracy laughed. “Oh yeah, I remember. Interesting story,” he said. “Technically, 
though, I’m not supposed to let you have any student contact when you’re in ISS.” He looked 
back into the room and turned back to me. “What the heck?” he said. “Come on in.” 
 I suddenly realized that I didn’t want to go in. The other students were all working 
quietly the classical music playing softly in the background, and if I asked Kelsey out—even 
if it were the lowest whisper—everyone would hear me. 
  “Wait,” I said. “I don’t want everyone to stare.” I pointed at the bruises and cuts on 
my disfigured face. “Could you just send her out instead?” 
 “Good idea,” he said, and he turned back into the classroom. “Wait here, okay?” 
  “Okay,” I said. But I wasn’t okay. My stomach dropped, and I felt like dropping my 
books and running away down the hall to escape. 
 Okay, Edgar, I thought, just calm down. 
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 But I couldn’t calm down. I felt my face get hot and my head get light as a million 
thoughts went through my brain simultaneously. I tried to think of a real question to ask 
about the story, to cover up the fact that I had no school-related reason to be there at all, but 
before I could think of anything, Kelsey stepped into the hallway and shut the classroom door 
behind her. 
  
  “Hey, Edgar,” Kelsey said, and then she grimaced like she was in pain. “Does it still 
hurt?” she asked, pointing to the purple, swollen flesh around my eyes. 
 “Just when I blink,” I said, hoping that she’d laugh.  
 She didn’t. 
  “Really?” she said, sympathetic. “I’m so sorry.” 
 “No, I’m just joking,” I said. “It doesn’t hurt unless I touch the bruises.” 
 “Oh.” She seemed relieved. “Well, Jeff’s a jerk anyway.” 
 “Yeah,” I said. “You’re right about that.” 
  She looked terrific. She had her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, and she was 
wearing a yellow halter top and blue jeans. I knew that if I looked down at her chest, I’d 
probably be able to see cleavage over her halter top. I didn’t want to risk anything like my 
most recent church experience, though, so I kept my eyes locked on her blue eyes. Eyes, 
eyes, eyes, I thought. Look at her eyes. But even with my eyes up, my imagination ran wild.  
 As I stood there, making sure I kept my eyes on hers and not on her breasts, I forgot 
why I was even there in the first place. So I just stood and looked. 
 And I think she felt a little awkward because she just stared at me and I stared back. 
And neither of us said anything. We just stood there and looked. 
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 At first she turned her head sideways a little like she was expecting me to say 
something, and a grin started to creep across her face. And I wanted to say something, but I 
couldn’t because I was concentrating so hard on not staring at her boobs, so I just kept 
looking at her pretty face.  
  Finally, she started to laugh. “Well?” she said. 
 “Well what?” I asked. 
 “What do mean, ‘Well what’?” she asked, smiling. 
 “Oh, yeah,” I said, bringing myself back to the present. “I’m sorry. I was off in space 
there for a second.” 
 She laughed again, and I assumed that that was a good sign, so I blurted out what I 
came to say. 
 “Would you like to have dinner with me tonight?” I asked. “Or we could watch a 
movie. Whatever you want. That is, if you’re not busy and all.” 
 Her smile widened. “Wait. What?” she laughed in a disbelieving way. “Mr. Tracy 
sent me out here so you could ask me out?” 
 “Yeah,” I said. “Well, no. Not exactly.” 
  “What do you mean, ‘Not exactly’?” 
  “I mean he doesn’t exactly know that I’m asking you out,” I said. “He thinks I’m 
asking you about my story. But I don’t really care about Humpy the dog right now. The real 
reason I came down here because was because I wanted to—” 
 “I’m not,” she interrupted. 
 “What?” I asked, unsure of what she meant. “You’re not what?” 
 “Busy,” she said. “I’m not busy.” 
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 “Well, so would you like to—” 
 “Yeah,” she said, nodding. “I would.” 
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Twenty-nine 
 Apparently, when I got back to the office, I must have had a huge grin on my face 
because Ms. Cooley, the secretary, couldn’t help but comment. 
 “You look pretty happy,” she said, “for a kid with two black eyes and in-school 
suspension.”  
 I just laughed and went back to my storage closet. 
  While I was fulfilling my three days of suspension, I wasn’t supposed to have any 
student contact, including before and after school, and once the final bell rang, Mrs. Slaught 
made me wait for fifteen minutes so everyone else could go home. Once my time was up, I 
walked through the empty halls back to my locker and left to go out to the Whitford Site for 
chores. I really didn’t want to go do chores—I never wanted to go do chores—but I wanted 
to get them done. The sooner they were done, the sooner my date with Kelsey would start. 
Also, part of me was curious whether my five culls in Building Two were still alive. I hoped 
that Jay hadn’t killed them when he had done chores the day before. 
 He hadn’t. They were still standing around in pen one when I got there and opened 
the door. And they looked like they were in a little better condition. Sure, they were bony and 
pale. Their spines stuck out of their backs, and their white hair was coarse and wiry, but they 
looked okay to me.  
  Well, not entirely okay. They still looked pretty bad, especially compared to the 
others. But they looked like they could live at least. Maybe they couldn’t live in pens holding 
twenty-five other pigs, but by themselves, maybe. They sure didn’t look like they needed to 
be put out of their misery. Anyway, as far as I was concerned, if we were really putting pigs 
out of their misery, we would have to destroy all of the pigs in the confinement. 
  213 
 And as I watched them mill around in pen one, their fragile legs stepping daintily on 
the concrete floor, I decided that I wasn’t going to kill them. I had less than two weeks to 
work for North Central Pork of Iowa, Incorporated, and I wasn’t going to add them to my 
conscience. Someone else could deal with it. I was going to leave them in pen one. 
 
 I showered for forty-five minutes when I got home. This was after a fifteen minute 
shower at work. After about fifteen minutes, I couldn’t smell it on me anymore—I think I 
was used to it—but it wouldn’t have been bad if Kelsey could smell it on me, so I didn’t take 
my chances. I didn’t want her to say, “Oh, Edgar, you smell like shit! Neat! Why don’t you 
just drop me off here?” 
 I was supposed to pick her up at quarter to seven, but I was ready to leave my house 
at six. So I just sat around for a while, which normally would have been relaxing, but not 
today. I started to get really nervous about the date. We were going to have dinner at Cafe 
Shiraz, which was in Barrington, about 30 minutes south of us on the river. It was worth the 
drive for a few of reasons. Galesburg, Winford, and Daleville had no decent restaurants. We 
could have gone to eat at the Rusty Nail in Galesburg, but by seven, the bar crowd would 
have taken over, and I didn’t want to see anybody I knew anyway. Plus, it isn’t entirely 
romantic to order a deep-fried tenderloin with breaded mushrooms while the guys at the table 
next to you are playing cards and spitting tobacco into empty beer bottles. So the Rusty Nail 
in Galesburg wasn’t an option. 
  Barrington, however, had a few more choices and a multi-plex theater in the mall, so 
after dinner we could see if anything decent was playing. A movie would have been perfect. 
First, my face already looked like it had been hit repeatedly with a shovel, so sitting in the 
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dark was ideal, and second, I wouldn’t have to think of anything clever to say during the 
movie. 
 Anyway, after I sat at home fretting for forty-five minutes about whether Kelsey was 
going to think I smelled like hog manure, I got to her house in Daleville and immediately 
wanted to just drive past and abort the mission completely. I’d already done the hard part in 
getting the courage to ask her out, I figured, so I pulled in the driveway, shut off the car, and 
went to the door. 
 Kelsey’s dad answered before I even rang the doorbell. 
 “Hi, Mr. Patterson,” I said. “Is Kelsey home?” 
 “Hey, Edgar,” he said. “I think she’s almost ready. Come on in. And, please, call me 
Chuck.” 
 Even though I’d known her family for as long as I could remember, I’d never been in 
her house before, and it was nicer than I imagined. It was way nicer than mine. The building 
itself wasn’t fancy—no granite countertops or hardwood floors or anything—but the stuff 
inside was nice. The front door opened up almost right into the living room, and the first 
thing that caught my eye were the paintings. One large canvas hung above the couch, and on 
it was a large branch of an oak tree. It almost made it seem like you’d be in the shade if you 
sat on the brown leather couch. It was a really simple painting, just a branch on the white 
canvas, but it was really good. 
 “Have a seat,” Kelsey’s dad said, and he pointed me to the couch in the shade. He 
walked to the base of the steps and yelled. “Kelsey! Edgar’s here.” 
 “Be right down!” Kelsey replied. 
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 Kelsey’s dad looked at me and gave a little smile. “She’ll be right down,” he said, just 
in case I hadn’t heard. 
 I shook my head and said, “Thanks,” but I didn’t really know why I was thanking 
him. It just seemed like the polite thing to do. 
 Kelsey’s dad sat on the loveseat that sat at a ninety degree angle to the couch and just 
looked at me. I didn’t know what to say, but it looked like he was waiting for me to speak. 
Either that or he was studying me.  
  “So,” he finally said, “where are you two off to tonight?” 
  I only had begun to tell him about Cafe Shiraz when Kelsey’s mom came into the 
room and interrupted me midsentence. 
  “Edgar! Good to see you again!” She sat on the couch next to her husband. “How 
have you been?” 
  “Pretty good,” I said, despite the fact that my face said otherwise. 
 “Yeah?” she said. “I heard you had a little run-in with Jeff Kessler at school.”  
 “Uh huh.” I was a little embarrassed to talk about fighting in front of my date’s 
parents. 
 “How’d he turn out? I take it he looks worse.” 
 “I doubt it. I haven’t seen him since it happened. I’m sure he looks a lot nicer than 
me.” 
 “That’s too bad,” Linda said, studying my wounds. “He’s not a very nice boy.” She 
lowered her voice. “Between you, me, Chuck, and this wall, I’d rather have you sitting here 
than him any day.” She looked around the room, leaned toward me, and added in an even 
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lower voice, “Frankly, I think he’s a little s.o.b., and I’m glad that Kelsey is done bringing 
him around here.” 
 I didn’t know what to say about that, so I just smiled and nodded. 
  “Edgar was just telling me where he and Kels are going tonight,” Chuck said, 
reentering the conversation. “They’re going to Cafe Shiraz.” 
  “Oh. I’ve heard it’s really good,” Linda said, her eyes wide and her voice back to its 
normal volume. “You know Arne and Betty Davies, right? Sure you do. They were in church 
on Sunday. Betty told me that they went there about a month ago, and just loved it! I guess 
their grilled salmon is to die for. Now she and Arne can’t get enough of that place. I wouldn’t 
be surprised if they’re there tonight when you two are. Tell them hi for me if you see them.” 
She laughed a big laugh, then exhaled deeply. “Oh, that’s too funny,” she said. 
  I really didn’t see what was funny about it, but I smiled anyway. 
  Right then, Kelsey came down the stairs. She looked terrific. Her hair was down over 
her shoulders, and she wore a short-sleeved purple shirt with white Capri pants.  
  “Ready to go?” she asked me as she grabbed a jacket out of the closet. “Sorry, Mom 
and Dad. You don’t get to hang out with Edgar all night.” 
  “Well, it was good talking with you,” Linda said. “Have fun, you two.” 
  “Thanks,” I said. I realized that I hadn’t really said much of anything the entire time I 
was there.  
  Tom opened the door to let us out. “Remember your curfew,” he said to Kelsey. 
  “Okay, Dad,” she said in a sing-song way, and we started toward the car. 
  As we descended the stairs from the front door, Kelsey turned to me and said, so quiet 
that I could barely hear her, “My dad is still watching. Open the car door for me.” 
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  “What?” I said. 
  “Open my door,” she said through a smile, her lips not moving. “He’s still watching.” 
  I walked around the car to the passenger side and opened the door for her. When I got 
in on my side, she laughed.  
  “He’s pretty old-fashioned,” she said. “You have to pass his little tests if you want to 
date me.” 
  “Thanks for the help,” I said, but I knew I would have passed that test anyway. 
 
  The first part of the date was a little awkward. Even though I’d known this girl my 
entire life, it was weird to be going on a date with her. I mean, she was there when I puked in 
the lunchroom in fifth grade after Todd bet me a dollar that I couldn’t eat fifty pickle slices.  
  And I was there when she fell off the merry-go-round in third grade and broke her 
glasses. She cried about how her parents were going to kill her. 
 We’d both been there when Kevin Raisty peed his pants in seventh grade while 
giving a speech and when James O’Rourke, the kid from Boston who was only at North 
Heller for about four months, told Mr. Griffith to suck his balls at a pep assembly. We’d been 
in the same classes. We went to the same church. We had a lot of the same friends. 
 We had schoolyard crushes on each other occasionally over the years. I tended to like 
her more often than she liked me. In fourth grade, I sent her a note that asked her to be my 
girlfriend. She checked the yes box—and even put our initials inside a heart before sending 
the note back—but later that day, Erica Jones told me that Kelsey was dumping me for Jason 
Brightenkamp because he had bigger muscles than me. 
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 In seventh grade, while playing truth-or-dare on the bus to a track meet, she revealed 
that she had a crush on me. That put some stress on her friendship with Jessica O’Reilly, as 
Jessica was my girlfriend at the time. Of course, they straightened it out and Jessica saved 
their friendship—which sure was thoughtful of her—by dumping me right before I ran the 
4x200 meter relay. 
 Another time, after eighth grade, at Cindy Banks’s start-of-summer party, Kelsey and 
I filled up a bunch of water balloons and hid behind trees, bombing all of our friends at the 
party. Screams filled the air, and when Cindy’s mom came out to see what all the noise was 
about, she got hit in the side of the neck by a balloon that Kelsey had thrown. I tried to take 
the blame, but Kelsey wouldn’t let me, and she confessed that she had thrown it. I insisted 
that the whole thing had been my idea, though, and both of us had to call our parents and 
have them come pick us up. 
 A lot of memorable events from my childhood had involved Kelsey in one way or 
another, and with our childhood history, it shouldn’t have been weird to go on a date with 
her. But we were older now. She had dated Jeff—the shit-lick responsible for my two black 
eyes—through all of freshman and sophomore years. According to Jeff, they’d even had sex 
twice. I didn’t know whether to believe it or not. Jeff could sometimes exaggerate things. But 
either way, we were almost legal adults now. Dating was something different from what it 
was when Kelsey and I had gone out for nearly five hours in fourth grade. And we were 
different people than the two kids who had thrown the water balloons.  
 
 “Isn’t it weird that a year from now we’ll be close to graduating?” she asked.  
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 I took my eyes off the road for a second to see if she was looking at me when she 
asked the question. She wasn’t. She was looking out the passenger window across an empty 
pasture, just turning green. “Yeah,” I said. “It seems like yesterday that we started high 
school.” 
 “I know,” she said, turning toward me. “I feel like sometimes I should have been 
paying attention more, you know? Like I missed all the stuff that was supposed to make me 
grow up or something.” 
 “I know what you mean,” I said. “I feel like I could still be about eight.” 
 She didn’t say anything. She just turned back toward the window. After a long pause, 
she said, “I wish I was still eight. It was so much easier.” 
 “Yeah,” I said. 
 “You know,” she said, “when you’re eight, you don’t have to really worry about 
anything. Sure, you get worked up over the fact that you don’t want to share your favorite 
toys, but it’s not like you’re spending all your time worrying about your friends or your 
grades or where you want to go to college or what you want to do with your life as an adult. 
Do you know what I mean?” 
 “Yeah,” I said, again. “It’s like, now, we’ve got to grow up. But why? I mean, why 
can’t we just play in the dirt and tell stupid jokes until we’re old? Why do we have to get jobs 
and wear suits and bitch about politics?” 
 “And have kids and teach them how to screw over other people in business.” 
 “Or teach them how to be racists.” 
 “Or hypocrites.” 
 “Or worse.” 
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 “What’s worse?” Kelsey asked. 
 “I don’t know. Something, probably,” I said. “Murderers or rapists or the people who 
ignore poor people on the street begging for change.” 
 “My dad does that.” 
 “Begs for change?” 
 Kelsey laughed. “No, he ignores people on the street in the city. He says it’s all a 
show and that they should just get a job, quit being a drain on society. Then my mom and I 
argue with him about it. Mom usually gets him to shut up by quoting the Bible.” 
 “I’m on your side,” I said. “I don’t think it’s right to think of anybody like they’re 
simply a drain on society.” 
 “Yeah,” she said. “Just because they’re outcasts doesn’t mean they’re not people.” 
 “I feel like I’m an outcast about half the time.” 
 “Me too,” she said. “Sometimes I feel like I don’t even like my friends.” 
 “You’re telling me,” I said. “Did you hear that I got in a fight the other day with one 
of my friends?” 
 “Whatever,” she said. “Like you were ever really friends with that loser.” 
 “Good point,” I said. “Hey, I came up with a joke today after Jeff’s dad came in to 
school to yell at Mrs. Slaught.” 
 “He did what?” 
 “He yelled at her,” I said. “Tried to intimidate her.” 
 “That doesn’t surprise me,” she said. “What’s your joke?” 
 “How many Kesslers does it take to screw in a light bulb?” 
 “I don’t know,” she said. “How many?” 
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 “None,” I said, “because they don’t like to be enlightened.” 
 Kelsey let out a small laugh, and shook her head. “That’s really not very funny,” she 
said, “but it’s true. They’re all a bunch of shitheads.” 
 I looked over at Kelsey in surprise. I’d never heard her swear before. She looked back 
at me. 
 “Why are you looking at me like that? Aren’t you supposed to be driving?” 
 I turned away. “Oh, no reason. I’m just a little surprised to hear you swear, that’s all.” 
 “I don’t do it very often. I don’t really like to,” she said. “There are a lot better ways 
to say things than with cuss words.” 
 “My mom used to say that.” 
 Kelsey didn’t say anything, and I thought about my mom. It still seemed weird to talk 
about her. Kelsey and I shared a little uncomfortable silence. 
 “It’s probably a good thing you don’t swear very much,” I said, finally. “You’re 
really not very good at it.” 
 “What are you talking about? I can swear.” 
 “You don’t do it right,” I said. “Most people don’t. Mr. Tracy says it’s a dying art.” 
 “Okay, big shot, can you do it right?” she asked. 
 “Of course I can. I grew up on a farm. I have a lot of practice. Plus, my dad is one of 
the best swearers around. I’ve been groomed, in a way, to be good at it. It’s part of my 
pedigree.” 
 “Shit, whatever,” Kelsey said. 
 “There you go.” I said. “That one wasn’t too bad.” 
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Thirty 
 The hostess led us to a booth near the back of the dimly lit restaurant. I would have 
rather been at a regular table with four chairs, so I could sit adjacent to Kelsey rather than 
directly across. It would have been more intimate at adjacent sides of the table, where our 
legs might touch, and if I happened to choke on my food and cough it out, it wouldn’t fly 
directly across the table at Kelsey once I started giving myself the Heimlich maneuver on the 
edge of the table. But despite what I would have preferred, we got a booth, and I had to sit 
across from her. I was just going to have to be extra careful about swallowing. 
 The restaurant was dark, and it was pretty nice. It sat right on the banks of the river, 
just below the dam, and big windows gave a pretty good view of the water going over the 
spillway. 
  The prices on the menu seemed pretty high, so I just ordered water to drink. Kelsey 
did the same, which was nice. I lied and told her that I wasn’t just being cheap, that I liked 
drinking water, and she could get anything she wanted, but she stuck with the water. 
 I decided to order a grilled chicken sandwich with smashed red potatoes. 
 Kelsey debated whether to have the pork chops or the special, which was glazed ham, 
and I told her that I didn’t much feel like eating pork these days with my job with North 
Central Pork of Iowa. 
 “So what do you have to do out there?” 
 I didn’t really want to talk about it, especially when it came to killing the culls. 
 “Not much, I guess,” I said before taking a drink of water. 
 “You have to do something.” 
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 “Well, yeah,” I said. “I do work.” 
 “No kidding?” she said, he eyes wide. “You work at work? What a novel idea.” 
 “Ha ha, wiseass,” I said, cracking a smile. “I don’t know. I do a lot of different things. 
It just depends on the day.” 
 “Like what?” 
 The waitress brought us a basket of fresh-baked bread, and Kelsey began spreading 
butter on a piece. 
 “Well, when I first get there, I put the syringe together ‘cause I’ll need to give a 
bunch of shots as I go through each building. Then I mix some medications together and 
change into my coveralls. Like you really care about any of this stuff.” 
 “I do,” she said. “It’s interesting, and I don’t know anything about it. Go on.”  
 “Well, then I unlock the first building and—” 
 “Wait, it’s locked?” 
 “Yeah, sometimes people steal hogs.” 
 “Live ones?” 
 “Sure.” 
 “What do they do with live hogs?” 
 “I don’t know. I’ve never done it. I wouldn’t know the first thing about it.” 
 “Hmm,” she said. “That’s weird. I’m sorry. Go on.” 
 “Well, when I go in the first building, I check the high and low temperatures and how 
much water the building has gone through in the past 24 hours, and I write it down. 
 “Then I go through all the pens, checking the feeders and looking for hogs who are 
sick, and I give them shots.” 
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 “How do you know if they’re sick?” 
 “I just ask them how they’re feeling, and they’re usually pretty straightforward. Not 
like people, you know, who always say ‘fine’ whether they are or not.” 
 “No, really, how do you know?” she asked, offering me a slice of buttered bread. 
 “Thanks,” I said, taking the bread. “Well, sometimes they’re coughing. Sometimes 
they’re paler or skinnier than others. You can see it in their hair too. It stands up a little off 
their skin. It doesn’t look soft. It’s kind of hard at first—picking them out—but after a while, 
they just stick out from the rest.” 
 “You’re like a veterinarian,” she said. 
 “Exactly,” I said, “except I don’t have a degree, I get paid a lot less, and I have no 
real knowledge of animal health.” 
 “And you don’t have to put sick animals down,” she said. “I couldn’t do that.” 
 “Actually,” I said, “that is one thing I’m supposed to do. But I’ve decided not to do it 
anymore.” 
 “Anymore?” she asked. “You’ve done it?” 
 I didn’t want to tell her. I was afraid that she’d think I was a bad person for killing 
those pigs.  
 
 But I told her anyway. Everything spilled out. I told her about killing the pigs and 
about some of the other unfortunate things about my job—cannibalism and medicating entire 
herds because a few pigs were sick and the five culls that currently waited in pen one for 
someone to “destroy” them. And that led to me telling her about other farm work, about the 
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empty farrowing nursery, about looking for fence posts and finding my mom’s walker, and 
eventually—for the first time, really—I talked about Mom.  
  It felt like a dream when I told her everything, like it was someone else doing the 
talking and I was an outside observer, listening to me tell everything that had happened in the 
last couple of weeks. It was a little like when I had the concussion, but this time I was in 
complete control of what I was saying. There were times in the story I wanted to stop, to put 
it back inside like I always had, to tell myself to stop being a baby about it and be a man 
about things. 
 Other times I wanted to give myself a hug, just let myself cry, tell myself, “There, 
there. Things are going to be fine.” 
 And I worried that I was saying too much, coming off as a weirdo on a first date, but I 
didn’t care. I just kept talking. About family. About friends. About everything. 
 And despite my fears that she might get up and run out in fear because of my issues, 
Kelsey just sat and listened to my story, asking questions here and there, adding comments 
when she felt like it. 
 When the meal was over and the check came, she said, “Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever 
heard you talk so much.” 
 “I don’t think I’ve ever said so much.”  
 “Feel better?” she asked. 
 “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I do.” 
 “Now what?” she asked, looking at her watch. “Do you want to go see a movie?” 
 “No,” I said. “I think I’ve got a better idea.” 
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 The empty cardboard box we had picked up at the grocery store sat in the back seat as 
I drove down the gravel road to the confinement. Kelsey and I rode in silence until we got to 
the driveway. I pulled the car in and stopped in front of the office, which looked a lot smaller 
in the light of the moon. I turned off the headlights but left the car running. 
 “Do you suppose we’ll get in trouble for this?” Kelsey asked.  
 “Why?” I asked. “Are you getting cold feet?” 
 “Not at all. You?” 
 “No,” I lied. 
 “What if we get caught?” she asked. 
 “I don’t know,” I said, “I doubt that there’ll be any jail time anyway. Maybe, though.” 
 “We’ve got to do it, though.” 
 “Yeah,” I said, smiling, “I know.” 
 
 I got out of the car and yanked on the office door. I flipped on the light, picked up the 
phone, and called rendering plant. It was after hours, so I just left a message saying that the 
Whitford Site needed its dead shed emptied. Then I grabbed a pen, and wrote “Bldg. Two, 
five destroyed, 30 lbs.,” on the calendar. 
  Then I shut off the light and stepped back into the night. 
 I walked to the electrical box at the end of Building Three, and opened it, finding the 
keys to the building, and walked toward Building Two. 
 Kelsey had moved to the driver’s seat of the car, and she pulled forward and followed 
me with the headlights still off. The moon was bright enough that we could see the driveway 
well enough without them, and we didn’t want to risk being caught. 
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 Kelsey got out of the car and grabbed the cardboard box from the backseat, and I 
unlocked the door to the hog confinement.  
  “You’re going to stink after this,” I said. 
  “It’ll wash,” she said. 
  I opened the door quietly because I didn’t want to wake all the piglets in the building, 
and I stepped over the gate into the first pen. The five piglets moved away from me, but they 
didn’t move quickly and almost let themselves be caught. 
 I picked them up one by one and handed them over the gate to Kelsey, who stood in 
the alley of the confinement. She said, “Hi, little piggy,” to each of the pigs as I handed them 
to her, and she set them gently in the cardboard box. 
 One of the pigs tried to jump out of the box, but Kelsey stopped him and said, “No, 
no, little guy. You’re safe in there.” 
 The box was heavier with the pigs inside it, and the pigs’ squirming around in their 
temporary carrier made it tough to carry, but we got it to the car and placed it in the back 
seat. Kelsey put a blanket over the top of the box so the pigs would stay warmer and they 
wouldn’t get the urge to jump out and crap on the seat while we drove them away from the 
confinement, and I locked the door of Building Two. 
 We turned the car around and drove back to the electrical box of Building Three, 
where I put the key in its hiding spot before getting back in the car. 
 As I pulled onto the road, I turned the headlights back on and nervously checked my 
mirrors. I knew that it would be unlikely that anyone had seen us, but I was still a little on 
edge. 
 “I can’t believe we just stole those pigs,” Kelsey said. 
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 “We didn’t steal them,” I said. “We saved them.” 
 “Well, yeah, sure, we saved them,” Kelsey said, “but technically, we stole them too.” 
 “But they were just going to kill them,” I said. 
 “I know. But that doesn’t make it legal.” 
 “No,” I said, “but if mercy trumps judgment—and I think it does—then it makes it 
right.” 
 “I hope so,” Kelsey said, and we drove down the gravel road and away from the 
confinement back to my family’s farm, where we’d soon set up a pen for our five little 
piglets in the farrowing nursery that would no longer feel so empty. 
 
